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This body of work is accompanied by an exegesis that investigates the notion of home 
and belonging through the art-making process, from the perspective of an Eastern 
European born, Australian immigrant. Home, belonging, diaspora and displacement 
are important concerns in the current cultural and political climate. The art-making 
process and resultant artworks are intrinsic to the representation of these themes – 
where/what is home and how might a sense of belonging be found through a material 
practice? This thesis investigates how connecting cultural heritage, artefacts and 
cultural practices within a contemporary art practice can perhaps speak to or facilitate 
the investigation of issues of identity, place, placelessness and displacement. 	
	
My contemporary art practice involves an exploration of my cultural heritage as a 
diasporic child of displaced Eastern European parents. Historically cultures have made 
objects that relate to them as a response to their surroundings. In this research I use my 
practice as a fulcrum for exploring culture making, specifically asking how the 
painting process, and the concentration on the archival image, can offer a deep insight 
into the hybrid identity of the diaspora. In my experience, growing up in Australia after 
emigrating from Europe, I have observed the reification of cultural practices by those 
in the Hungarian diaspora. This acts as a key prompt in my recovery and representation 
of objects and memories taken from family archives, as my practice looks to test the 
validity of memory and its interaction with a new place. In my work I attempt to 
reconcile and connect with a lost heritage while revealing the dislocated cultural 
practices of this diaspora. This not only works to test my own foundations in a lost 
culture but to interrogate my belongingness in my adopted country. 	
	
The project is led by a contemporary art practice. Therefore, final outcomes are 
presented in two parts – a creative body of work in the form of paintings and three-
dimensional objects, and an exegesis for theoretical context. Each of these, through 
engaging with family archival material, respond to the overarching question: how 
might a sense of home and belonging be found through a contemporary art practice 




















































Having a sense of belonging to a place has for me become a complex 
and conflicted issue. I was born in Vienna, Austria to Hungarian 
parents from former Yugoslavia (now Serbia), and immigrated to 
Australia in 1970 when I was eighteen months old. I have grown up in 
Melbourne and other than a brief visit of two months to see family in 
Europe, I do not remember living there. I do not speak German or 
Serbian and know very little about either culture. I grew up immersed 
in Melbourne’s Hungarian diaspora but have never lived in Hungary. 
When my parents spoke about home, I knew they were referring to 
Yugoslavia and more specifically their place of birth, the Hungarian 
town of Debeljača (Torontálvásárhely in Hungarian1). This is 
something as a child I never questioned, but as an enquiring adult and 
through my artistic practice, I have found a need to understand the 
connections others have made to the place and how they might fit for 
me. This in turn has led to a succession of thoughts regarding my 
national and cultural identity, resulting in the questions, where do I 
belong and where is home? 
 
                                               
 
 
1 Széchenyi, J. A Település Története (History of the Settlement) [Online]. Available: 
http://www.debeljaca.com/magyarul/indexmagyar.htm [Accessed 19 AUG 2015]. According to this 
web page, Serbians had made previous attempts at settlement in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, 
at which time the village was named Debeljača. However, these attempts failed and in 1888 a number 
of Hungarian families settled in the village and the town became Torontálvásárhely (in Hungarian). In 
1914 the name was changed back to Debeljača and has remained so to this day. The first part of the 
Hungarian name – Torontál – refers to the region/county this village belongs to. The town is well 
known in the region for its Fair, hence the other part of the name Vásárhely – literally market place or 
Fair – refers to this fact (my translation). 
   
 
 
Over the last decade or so several conversations with my parents and 
extended family have focused on the circumstances surrounding our 
emigration from Europe. There are numerous stories of people 
escaping the political climate from various parts of Europe both post 
and pre-war times, but until now I had never identified with these in 
terms of my personal experience. 
 
My parents lived and worked in Austria after they were married in 
1968 and as a result, a year or so later I was born there. A group of 
friends and family, along with my parents, intended to leave Europe 
for a better life elsewhere in the world. As is well-known, the unrest in 
Europe during World Wars I and II, the 1956 uprising in Hungary and 
also the Russian invasion and occupation of Czechoslovakia in 1968, 
caused many to leave. Whilst we were in Austria, from Yugoslavia my 
grandparents relayed an incident involving a visit from government 
officials. They asked where my dad was and left instructions for him to 
report to the military base immediately if summoned – they had 
brought a military uniform for him. It was understood by all involved 
that they were under surveillance, due to suspicions that my parents 
were leaving the country. 
 
Migration to Australia was the only option at this time since Canada 
had recently closed its borders. The offer of assisted passage helped to 
make the decision easier. In return the migrants would pay 10% of the 
fare and work for two years paying taxes, after which migrants could 
return to their country of origin if they so wished.2 
                                               
 
 
2 The Assisted Passage Scheme was originally devised to populate Australia with British immigrants – 
commonly known as Ten Pound Poms and was also extended to other countries in Europe. It was a 
contract entered into, which, if broken resulted in the recipient having to pay back any costs incurred 
during the contracted time. For a sample of the contract and information regarding the scheme see; 
2003. Form - General Assisted Passage Scheme Undertaking, Department of Immigration, 1950s 
[Online]. Available: http://museumvictoria.com.au/collections/items/273346/form-general-assisted-







Due to the restrictive laws in Yugoslavia, relevant immigration papers 
needed to be arranged in Austria. Most of the group left for Australia 
by late 1969, and after my mum surrendered her reluctance to leave, 
we followed. The middle child of three, my mum was leaving behind a 
younger brother and her parents. My aunt, my mum’s sister, and her 
family were already waiting for us in Australia. My dad on the other 
hand was leaving all three of his siblings and parents behind. 
Understandably this was a very difficult decision mixed with guilt and 
fear imposed on them by the very relatives and townspeople they had 
difficulty leaving behind. Australia, they thought, being literally on the 
other side of the world, held strange and dangerous situations for 
families and potential livelihoods. My parents were told Australia was 
so hot that people could only sleep wrapped in damp sheets, and that 
there was no water to drink. Yet, even the stories of monkeys in 
Australia that stole children and the farmer’s livelihood did not 
discourage my parents. We left Europe in 1970, arrived in Melbourne 
and have lived there ever since.  
 
In this way my parents left their home in Europe, with small family in 
tow. My parents, in their minds, would never give up the notion that 
Yugoslavia was their home and they would pass that idea on to their 
children. Their belonging however was a different story. I do not 
remember either of them ever talking about going back – even though 
I now know that was the plan in my mum’s mind in the beginning. 
Belonging was established in the presence of strong family ties along 
with involvement in the Hungarian diaspora in Australia, and perhaps 
this was the deciding factor in not returning someday. Possibly it was 
                                               
 
 
Ten Pound Poms [Online]. Available: 
http://museumvictoria.com.au/immigrationmuseum/discoverycentre/your-questions/ten-pound-poms/ 
[Accessed 19 AUG 2015]. 
   
 
 
a sense of adventure on my dad’s part that would not keep him from 
fulfilling his aspiration for something better – as for my mum, I think 
she would have happily stayed with familiarity. 
 
 
Six to eight years after we arrived in Australia there were nine children 
in the group of families that had migrated together. Even though my 
mum’s cultural background is mixed,3 a Hungarian cultural identity 
was strictly maintained while growing up in Australia, and we were 
expected to speak Hungarian to each other and our parents even after 
the older children were attending school. As children we learned to 
read and write Hungarian, initially taught by my godfather until we all 
began attending Saturday School in Springvale. The expectation of my 
parents was that I would marry a Hungarian man. We attended the 
Kék Duna (Blue Danube) Hungarian Club’s monthly dances and the 
Hungarian Reformed Church in North Fitzroy4 where I celebrated the 
rite of confirmation at the age of fifteen. I was a Debutante in the same 
year at an elaborate ball organised by the same church. My sister and 
I were part of Hungarian folk dance groups and a music and drama 
cultural group. The mothers of the girls in the dance group were 
engaged in making our elaborately embroidered costumes for 
performances – a skill most of them had to learn for the first time. 
Apart from having to brush my hair back into a tight pony-tail, I 
enjoyed being a part of the rigorous dance group practice sessions with 
                                               
 
 
3 My maternal grandmother was Hungarian, and my grandfather was Macedonian. My mum went to 
Serbian school and learned Hungarian as a second language. She spoke Hungarian to my grandmother 
and Serbian to my grandfather. My dad’s parents were both Hungarian – he went to Hungarian school 
and learned Serbian as a second language. So, I guess under the majority rules definition Hungarian 
won. My parents would use Serbian as a secret language if they did not want my sister and I to 
understand what they were talking about. 
4 Living in Fitzroy [Online]. Available: 
http://www.fitzroyhistorysociety.org.au/publications/index.php?pub=living&page=4 [Accessed 19 
AUG 2015]. The church building was originally St. Luke’s Church of England and was bought by the 






our teacher – a trained ballerina. I learned to sing Hungarian songs, 
play the flageolet (tin whistle) and paint Hungarian folk motifs on small 
stools my dad made, all of which were used in public cultural 
performances. These cultural practices were re-staged mainly at 
Hungarian gatherings, along with a couple of wider community public 
performances; the 1983 Cultural Festival and the Arts Centre both in 
Melbourne. 
 
This, together with my parents’ stories of their own lives growing up in 
the largely Hungarian region of Serbia, has instilled in me a strong 
sense of connection and love for my rich heritage. I find myself drawn 
to the history of the early Huns and Magyars finding their way into the 
Carpathian basin, their way of life and the circumstances that led to 
modern day Hungary. Even though I have lived in Australia for the 
greater part of my life I have come to identify most with the Hungarian 
culture I experienced growing up. 
 
I am aware of the contradiction this presents. My parents identify their 
nationality as Hungarian, but they never lived there either. When they 
were born the country was Yugoslavia and their birth certificates 
reflect this fact. They have also grown up hearing about Hungary as 
their true home, in light of which my claim to Hungarian nationality 
holds less substance. This then adds another facet to the complexity in 
discussing where is belonging found and therefore home. 
 
 
As an Eastern European born immigrant to Australia I use this thesis to explore 
questions of home and belonging through a contemporary art practice. The above 
opening narrative provides a reflective voice and backdrop to this practice-led research 
project. The following exegesis accompanies a body of work that reflects a process of 
exploration through a multi-disciplinary studio practice. 
 
   
 
 
The practical component has been informed by family archival materials such as 
family stories, cultural objects, photographs and film. Family stories have been an 
integral element in prompting personal reflection facilitating both the practical 
outcomes and the following exegesis. In addition to this, autobiographical accounts of 
authors such as Kim Mahood, Ted Todd, Marianne Hirsch and Eva Hoffman have 
been valuable resources for formulating my views on the position I inhabit in Australia. 
In keeping with this story-telling strategy, I interlace the text with anecdotal references, 
as I have done here in the introduction. These serve as illustrations to provide context 
to given concepts and are identifiable by a contrasting indented and italicised font. 
 
Throughout the process of my contemporary art practice I have addressed the question: 
how might a sense of home and belonging be found through a contemporary art 
practice and in material form? Family archival material served as a starting point in 
order to explore my identity as a child of the Hungarian diaspora in Melbourne. During 
this process I explored theoretical concepts, culminating in the following exegesis. 
This exegesis acts as a supplement to the subsequent body of work, providing a 
framework through which a methodology has emerged. 
 
Throughout the following exegesis I present a discussion of the place of this project in 
contemporary art and academic discourse. In the conclusion, I discuss the growing 
discourse on the pervasive infinite present and the endless archive of images and data 
that is created in the digital age. I use various texts from Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi’s 
philosophical writings on the topic of the ‘infinity of the present’5, along with Hito 
Steyerl’s on the proliferation of the image.6  The infinite present, as described by 
Berardi, is the condition of our contemporary times – profusely demonstrated in virtual 
realities and the infinite proliferation of images and demonstrated through the medium 
of the internet, and other forms of digital technology. A sense of belonging through 
these, Berardi says, is an illusion because it is founded in ‘machines of simulation’7 
                                               
 
 
5 Berardi-Bifo, F. 2016b. The Post-Futurist Manifesto. Maska, 30, 36-37. no.11 
6 Steyerl, H. A. & Berardi, F. 2012. The wretched of the screen, Berlin Sternberg Press, [2012]. 
pp31-45 
7 Berardi-Bifo, F. 2016a. No More Heroes: Franco “Bifo’ Berardi after David Bowie [Online]. online: 
VERSO. Available: https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/2422-no-more-heroes-franco-bifo-berardi-






and not physical reality.8 By contrasting the slowness of art-making with the ever-
present instantaneous platforms of digital technology, I attempt to show that the 
process of art-making, and more specifically painting, is an important practice to cope 
with the unheimlich nature of our contemporary globalised world. I place the practice 
of art-making as key to enabling deep self-reflection and self-reflexivity, not 
necessarily to find a resolution to the problem of home and belonging, but at the very 
least, to arrive at a deep sense of contentment or acceptance. 
 
As the theoretical component progressed the concept of the unheimlich became key to 
discussing themes of home and belonging. With Freud’s 1919 essay Das Unheimliche 
as a starting point, both Nicolas Royle and Anthony Vidler (among others) have in 
their writing, chosen to use the English word uncanny – I instead have opted for the 
German word unheimlich. This is a twofold strategic decision. Firstly, I find a depth 
of meaning in some terms from other languages that either English has lost in its 
equivalent, or it was never there. I want to carry this depth throughout the document. 
 
The other reason for using the term in its original language is related to key notions 
that I discuss throughout this text – that of the disjointedness or fractured sense of 
identity as a child of diaspora. I have not only used the German word unheimlich but 
have intermittently used Hungarian terms to describe particular places or concepts. 
The English reader may find this jarring and somewhat disruptive in the reading of the 
text, but this is, to a point, my intention for using these terms. A foreign word in the 
text may cause the reader to pause and evaluate the meaning and purpose of such words 
– this is in a sense akin to the process I have undertaken in this project. My sense of 
identity as I will show, is a fractured one based on my experiences growing up in the 
Hungarian diaspora. It is made up of various parts that do not necessarily sit together 
comfortably. Hopefully this strategy will give the reader a sense of this complexity. 
 
The notion of unheimlich is supplemented by terms such as diaspora, displacement 
and placelessness, interlaced with melancholy and nostalgia. In order to provide 
context for this research project I briefly define these key terms below. 
                                               
 
 
8 Ibid. para3 




key terms and definitions 
The phrase Making Sacred has been borrowed from an evangelist I heard at a gathering 
focused on inner healing – ‘make it sacred, and move on,’ he said. It was used in the 
context of coming to a state of peace with certain aspects of one’s life. The phrase 
resonated with my own research practice and processes as I connected with the idea of 
a spiritual journey that facilitates reconciliation and a sense of contentment. It is 
through my contemporary art practice that I continuously work to make aspects of my 
life sacred. The term sacred here is understood as the authors of Intimate Horizons 
have stated, ‘in intimate relationship to place [practices and objects], not pre-eminently 
a universal or transcendent discourse.’9 The verb making denotes the ongoing and 
active method of discovery and reification that is demonstrated through my 
contemporary arts practice. Making sacred then is the process by which my practices 
are manifested. 
 
With the main themes of home and belonging, this project aims to engage with those 
artefacts which pertain to my ethnic, cultural, national and migration history – family 
archival materials that related to my identity as an Eastern European Australian 
migrant. By engaging with family archival material such as objects, photographs/film 
and family stories I aim to give place to, respect and remember – to make sacred those 
things that form(ed) my identity. Therefore, the sacred is not seen here as a process 
that venerates objects or events to the realm of the gods, but rather as an adjective that 
describes a process towards objects being a symbol of practices or processes – 
symbolic of the process of questioning. Giorgio Agamben notes making something 
sacred is the act of separating out,10 or giving particular focus to. In this context, 
Making Sacred, the project, is the separating out of cultural practices, places, spaces, 
and objects to the realm of the profound – creating deep meaning through a 
contemporary art practice, by providing grounds from which to return and remember, 
keeping them enlivened. 
 
                                               
 
 
9 Ashcroft, B., Devlin-Glass, F. & Mccredden, L. M. 2009. Intimate horizons : the post-colonial 
sacred in Australian literature, Hindmarsh, S.A. : ATF Press, 2009. p2 






Home, as a concept, is seen as: a safe place, a place of one’s own, the place where one 
truly belongs. It denotes feelings of comfort, security and belonging both physically 
and emotionally for the individual. In this sense belonging is seen as intrinsically tied 
to notions of home and has been associated with a group of people connected through 
commonalities such as culture, belief systems, ethnicity, language, or kinship. The 
phrase home and belonging, in which the two terms are seen as interdependent, is to 
be thought of as a phrase throughout this exegesis. The sense of belonging or 
belongingness for an individual may be attributed to diverse and various characteristics 
such as the list given here, and it is these that are sometimes found within a given 
diaspora. 
 
Even though the term diaspora was first applied to describe the dispersal of the Jewish 
people, more recently it has come to be used to describe any widely spread ethnic 
group that has moved outside of their original native country.11 The Hungarian 
diaspora in Melbourne is the group that is referred to throughout this exegesis. 
Diasporas function in places outside of their original homeland – they are a community 
in themselves. They can be formed because of migration where ethnic groups or 
individuals resettle to find a better life elsewhere in the world, or as a result of 
displacement, which in contrast involves a forcing out or invasion where groups are 
internally displaced. Indigenous Australians are an example of this and similarly, 
people in many European countries, where the shifting of borders and governmental 
changes has caused internal displacement. In this way, rather than being forced out, 
national positions require redefinition. The distinction between these could be the 
difference between finding belongingness or placelessness. 
 
Edward Relph’s seminal work Place and Placelessness, first published in 1976, 
focused on the growing sense of placelessness that seemed to be pervading the time. 
Indeed, in the twenty-first century’s state of global displacement and seeming ease of 
migration (for those with the means and rights of citizenship), placelessness discourse 
seems to be paramount to discussions of home and belonging. Placelessness denotes 
                                               
 
 
11  Scott, J. 2015. diaspora [Online]. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy-
f.deakin.edu.au/view/10.1093/acref/9780199683581.001.0001/acref-9780199683581-e-582. 
[Accessed 13 August 2018]. 
   
 
 
the sense of an absence of meaning or significance to a given space or place. This 
happens through a process of a continued lack of engagement and imbuing/re-imbuing 
places with meaning. Relph argues, one of reasons places result in having no meaning 
or significance is that people stop ‘experiencing, creating, and maintaining significant 
places’.12 The Oxford Dictionary of Human Geography defines placelessness as: 
 
The condition of an environment lacking significant places and the associated 
attitude of a lack of attachment to place […].13 
 
Further to this Relph says: ‘existential space is not merely a passive space waiting to 
be experienced but is constantly being created and remade by human activities’.14 
Spaces become imbued with meaning and significance when people (or people groups) 
afford them as such through engagement of diverse cultural activity – in this way 
spaces become places. However, this seems easier said than done when viewed 
through the lens of the displaced. 
 
If for the displaced, significance to a place is not able to be made or found, how then 
can belongingness be established? Perhaps it is within a community of people that 
belongingness can be found – establishing attachments with a group of people could 
be a form of belonging. But what happens when this group is dispersed again through 
further displacement, migration or death? The group of a given diaspora can either be 
an ephemeral space – where place is found in the realm of the group’s or individual’s 
consciousness through human interaction via community – or established in a place 
through the extension of the ideas of nationalism and culture. One such example of the 
latter would be my experience at a Serbian club in the Western suburbs of Melbourne, 
where, through a translator, I was chided for speaking English on Serbian soil. Perhaps 
this gentleman had found belongingness in Australia through imbuing a space with 
nationalistic meaning. 
                                               
 
 
12 Relph, E. C. 1976. Place and placelessness, London : Pion, 1976. p6 
13 Castree, N., Kitchin, R. & Rogers, A. 2013. placelessness [Online]. online: Oxford University 
Press. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy-
f.deakin.edu.au/view/10.1093/acref/9780199599868.001.0001/acref-9780199599868-e-1402. 
[Accessed 22 July 2018]. 







The themes of home and belonging can be discussed within a Western psychoanalytic 
context beginning with the unheimlich. Sigmund Freud’s essay Das Unheimliche of 
1919 became an anchor point for the exegesis component of this project. As Anthony 
Vidler has pointed out, the concept of the unheimlich as a state of consciousness in a 
troubled world, was an important topic in Freud’s time.15 As stories of mass 
displacements continuously appear in the news today, we are again finding these ideas 
in the cultural and discursive spotlight. This research draws on the surrounding 
discourse and definition of the unheimlich as, the familiar suddenly becoming 
unfamiliar. This provides a literary context that is necessarily driven by studio practice 
research. I will briefly describe how I use the term unheimlich throughout this 
exegesis. 
 
The unheimlich and sublime I see as related terms in that they both refer to that 
numinous quality of experience and visual perception. However, in Freud’s work there 
is a fundamental difference between the two. I see the sensation of the unheimlich as 
evoked from the inside of the individual then projected onto the consciousness, whilst 
the sublime is evoked from the outside into consciousness. 
 
In previous research I explored meanings of the sublime and found that it cannot be 
separated from its original connotation of referring to God. As Ashcroft has pointed 
out in his article The Horizonal Sublime, the term was used in conjunction with the 
Greek words Ho Hupsos, meaning ‘Most High’, where Most High refers to God16 – 
this illuminates the spiritual aspect of the sublime. More to this, according to Kant, the 
sublime referred to that experience in which the individual becomes aware of an 
infinite depth or vastness surrounding their being17 – suggesting the fullness of 
meaning. 
 
                                               
 
 
15 Vidler, A. 1992. The architectural uncanny : essays in the modern unhomely, Cambridge, Mass. : 
MIT Press, c1992. p7 
16 Ashcroft, B. 2005. The horizonal sublime. Antipodes, 141. 
17 Kant, I., Frierson, P. R. & Guyer, P. 2011. Immanuel Kant : Observations on the feeling of the 
beautiful and sublime and other writings, Cambridge ; New York : Cambridge University Press, 
©2011. pp16-18 
   
 
 
The unheimlich in contrast seems to edit out the spiritual aspect which in turn leaves 
an experience with an infinite emptiness. Familiarity carries with it the hope of 
tangibility or substance, and a sudden turn from the familiar to the unfamiliar strips 
this hope and leaves emptiness in its wake. However, I am not reiterating the 
unheimlich described as a negative or secular sublime.18 It is too simplistic to simply 
see it as the opposite of the sublime – i.e. the unheimlich evokes fear, the sublime 
grandeur and beauty, because it ignores Edmund Burke’s key work where the sublime 
is: 
 
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to 
say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or 
operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; […]19 
 
Since terror and fear are closely related terms there seems to be a clear convergence 
between unheimlich and the sublime. Rather, the experience of both are seen as 
containing the potential to affect the consciousness in a profound way – both can, 
through experience, invoke fear or terror, (and also beauty and grandeur) but one leads 
to an awareness of vast and infinite depth (sublime) whilst the other to a vast and 
infinite emptiness (unheimlich). 
 
Anneleen Masschelein in her book The unconcept: the Freudian uncanny in late-
twentieth-century theory outlines the trajectory and applications of the unheimlich 
since Freud’s essay. It was in the late 1990s, according to Masschelein, that ‘[…] the 
concept of the uncanny was used interchangeably with alienation, estrangement, and 
defamiliarization.’20 I argue that homelessness, displacement and placelessness can 
also be added to this list. 
 
                                               
 
 
18 Masschelein, A. 2011. The unconcept : the Freudian uncanny in late-twentieth-century theory, 
Albany : State University of New York Press, ©2011. p8 
19 Burke, E. & Boulton, J. T. 2008. A philosophical enquiry into the sublime and beautiful, London ; 
New York : Routledge Classics, 2008. 2nd ed. p20 
20 Masschelein, A. 2011. The unconcept : the Freudian uncanny in late-twentieth-century theory, 






Nicolas Royle takes Freud’s essay and proceeds to psychoanalyse Freud himself, 
suggesting the original essay is disjointed and goes around in circles, never really 
coming to any conclusions about the nature of the uncanny.21 However, it is in Royle’s 
definition of the uncanny that this project finds its place: 
 
The uncanny can be a matter of something gruesome or terrible, […]. But it 
can also be a matter of something strangely beautiful, bordering on ecstasy 
(‘too good to be true’), or eerily reminding us of something, like déjà vu. It can 
involve a feeling of something beautiful but at the same time frightening, […]. 
It comes above all, perhaps, in the uncertainties of silence, solitude and 
darkness. 
 
In addition to this, more recently Uma Jayaraman, an emerging theorist in the area of 
gender and the Indian diaspora, has connected the uncanny with ideas of being 
‘unhomed’.22 In the context of this research, the sense of home and belonging are an 
unheimlich experience – embedded in infinite emptiness. 
 
Through this definition the main themes of this project intersect with the unheimlich. 
The sense of home and belonging based on a past culture through family archival 
materials – such as stories, objects and transferred memories – enables further 
unheimlich experiences in that the materials are removed from their original place or 
use. In the same way artworks themselves are unheimlich as is our experience of them 
as viewers/participants. Familiarity may be experienced through family archival 
material or artworks but is given to an almost instantaneous unfamiliarity when no 
personal connection (or direct experience) is made in the consciousness. Through the 
interplay of nostalgic yearning, home and belonging become perpetually illusory and 
uncertain, leading to, I suggest, a melancholy. The nostalgia is fractured because the 
second-hand experience is not tied to actual direct experience – this idea of fractured 
nostalgia is discussed in more depth in chapter three. 
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background to research 
As stated earlier, displacement and subsequent placelessness as a result of forced 
migration are important concerns on a global scale. The narrative I outlined at the 
beginning of this introduction is not unique to me. Questions of where an individual 
belongs and where their home is, have been central themes in society particularly 
during and after World War I and II and now again just as importantly in the current 
political unrest in many parts of the world. The Syrian refugee crisis in Europe is a 
case in point along with issues regarding asylum seekers and detention camps around 
the world. Australia is no exception to this and perhaps, as a multicultural society, this 
is complicated further. 
 
Key prompts for questioning my sense of home and belonging have come from a 
variety of sources. The early 1990s saw the dissolution of Yugoslavia as a result of the 
Croatian/Serbian war.23 At the time, this event had me wondering if Hungarians would 
also take the opportunity to reclaim lands that had been taken as a result of the Treaty 
of Trianon. Were Hungarians living in the surrounding countries expecting to be 
gathered back into Hungary proper? More recently the fracturing of Eastern Europe 
led me to think about my position here in Australia as an immigrant from that region. 
I am a displaced Hungarian twice removed, Austrian born and an immigrant to 
Australia. Which land can I claim to be part of? Which land can I justifiably call home 
or have a sense of belonging to? If I do not belong, then I am not home. 
 
In The Location of Culture Homi K. Bhabha describes how it is to live in his own 
country (Pakistan) and forever be, do and live for the ruling country, England.24 This 
relates in a way to both reflecting on my experiences growing up in Australia and more 
recently through my research. Living in a foreign country and growing up with my 
family’s constant referral to another country as home, calls into question my sense of 
belonging. This sense of belonging or belongingness is a key player in this ‘negating 
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experience’25 that Bhabha is talking about. Labelling a country that one has never lived 
in as home creates a deep sense of not belonging to either country – the country called 
home or the country of residence. All references to things in the home country are 
described as being better. Parents, grandparents and other family connections are there, 
memories reside there and the soft place to fall is there. In this way, home, built up as 
something to desire, can become the place of focus for that sense of belonging – the 
place where everything is good and better. As a child I never questioned these, only 
now apparent, paradoxes. Hungarian was spoken within my family and, it goes without 
saying, English with others, so maybe there was a cognitive separation in my mind. In 
Hungarian otthon, haza (both meaning home in different grammatical contexts) and 
home (in English) meant different things to me. 
 
Another such prompt is the story of Robert Jovicic, who was deported from Australia 
in 2004 to Serbia for crime-related reasons. Robert was born in France to Yugoslav 
parents and migrated with his family to Australia when he was just a toddler,26 and 
apart from the crime aspect, it is in this that I find similarities to my own circumstances. 
Being under age I received my citizenship by default when my parents took up theirs, 
and Robert’s story had me questioning if this could be revoked at any time – meaning 
I could also be deported. 
 
Later in the process of this research I would be confronted with this issue in a different 
way. The exhibition punctum (described in more detail in chapter four) is one that has 
emerged out of this project, and it is here that I came face-to-face with my own sense 
of belonging in a palpable way. The standard label that accompanies artworks in a 
gallery includes details of the artist’s name, title of the work, medium and sometimes 
additional information. In this case the labels also included my place of birth. I was 
taken aback as I remembered similar labels I had seen, such as at the National Gallery 
of Victoria. To me the place of birth on these labels, always suggests the nationality 
of the artist. In my case the label correctly had Vienna Austria, but this did not reflect 
my nationality and it certainly did not reflect the fact that I have grown up in Australia. 
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Other more significant prompts were my experiences (either direct or through reading) 
of particular artistic works that tap into these questions around the notions of home 
and belonging. In this early stage of research these were the artists Gordon Bennett 
and Imants Tillers. 
 
In the film Black Angels: A Widening Vision, Gordon Bennett describes his work as 
expressing what it was like to be a person with one foot in Indigenous culture and the 
other in Western white Australian culture. Bennett describes feeling as though he did 
not belong to either group while at the same time belonging to both. He mixed motifs 
from his Western and Indigenous heritage and at the same time challenged dichotomies 
of black/white, good/evil. His work, depicting both white and black angels, challenges 
Western interpretations of black versus white, demons versus angels, evil versus good. 
This was Bennett’s way of attempting to reconcile, or at least engender, a dialogue 
between both cultures in his own life.27 Using imagery and symbolism from Western 
culture and combining them with imagery and symbolism of Indigenous culture, 
Bennett was in a way mapping his own identity. His work seems to be largely 
concerned with how his ‘mixed voice’ background located him in the world. 
 
As the film progressed the plight of the Indigenous people under the effects of 
colonisation was further unpacked. My sense of injustice turned into incredulity as 
Bennett began describing his work in a Paris Gallery in which he used charcoal to 
write down the ‘Black History in Australia’ on the floor of the gallery.28 Initially my 
reaction was one of delighted intrigue until Bennett said his intention was that the 
people coming in to see the exhibition would walk all over it and eventually wipe the 
charcoal off the floor. This would be symbolic of the ‘Europeans wiping out Black 
History’29 as they had done in the past and also currently. Bennett described the 
Europeans as the ones to wipe out black history and then goes on to say, ‘mostly 
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Anglo-Saxon’.30 I consider myself a European, but I had never considered myself as 
one who wiped out black history. In Bennett’s reckoning I was part of these invaders 
coming to another’s land and seemingly disregarding the existing inhabitants. I felt 
indignant that Bennett could somehow force me to take part in something that sickened 
me even if it was only symbolic. I did not want to walk into that Gallery and take part 
in that act, but by merely living in this land of Australia, I was taking part, and not 
only in a symbolic way. How do I reconcile this within myself as an Eastern European 
immigrant? Here, for me, belonging comes into question in a significant way. This is 
a belonging of sorts, but I am an unwilling participant if my belonging precludes or 
nullifies another’s. 
 
The succession of thought developed into how I fit into the Australian story of 
colonisation and Indigenous Australia. Indigenous people’s stories and issues feature 
more prolifically now on television and in the general media than I remember from 
when I was growing up. This may partly be the reason that my relationship with 
Indigenous Australia has been, for the most part, non-existent. That is until more 
recently, when in 2013, I spent time with two Indigenous communities in the Northern 
Territory which culminated in an exhibition of works I titled Refraction.31 It reflected 
my experiences and responses to places and spaces of the land. 
 
My arrival in Australia coincides with the beginnings of what Stephen Muecke has 
called ‘the germ of a new culture’, when the seeds of including Indigenous history as 
valuable and relevant, began.32 My High School years coincide with Muecke’s posit 
of the ‘revolutionary change in time’ of the early 1980s.33 Perhaps on a subconscious 
level these transformations in Australian culture/history through the media has 
influenced my line of thinking. All the same, my awareness of my position here as a 
white Eastern European Immigrant has grown. I am part of the society founded on 




31 Samples of this work can be found on my website www.ilonajetmar.com  
32 Muecke, S. 2004. Ancient & modern : time, culture and indigenous philosophy, Sydney, University 
of NSW. p25 
33 Ibid. 
   
 
 
colonial ideals because I live in Australia and as part of it, I am discovering that I 
cannot ignore my effect and impact on Indigenous Australia. 
 
However, even though this paradox alone warrants deep reflection and comprehensive 
research, it is not the focus of this project. In this project I focus on my experience as 
a white immigrant to white Australia, an immigrant who is more than aware of the 
bearing Indigenous Australia has on my own sense of home and belonging. I am not 
comfortable to gain a sense of belonging if it negates another’s – where others are 
displaced. This work is primarily about my experience, my place/space in the world, 
and my being in this world.  
 
Imants Tillers, Australian born with a Latvian heritage, is known for appropriating the 
imagery of other artists such as that of celebrated New Zealand artist Colin McCahon 
and has not shied away from using the work of Indigenous artist Michael Jagamara 
Nelson. Tillers uses imagery from other artists as a way to express and communicate 
his experience with events in the world and the artworks themselves, which results in 
a re-presentation of them in a new context. 
 
Similarly to Imants Tillers’ experience of the liberation of Latvia,34 I have watched 
and waited to see what Hungary would do since communism withdrew in Eastern 
Europe in 1989.35 These events caused a deep-felt connection for the country of my 
cultural heritage and prompted questions and research into my own historical, ethnic, 
cultural and national background. 
 
Initially I was drawn to Tillers as an artist responding to his experiences during the 
time of Latvia’s independence in 1990 and the subsequent artworks he produced. 
Tillers began questioning his own experiences, heritage, position and identity to Latvia 
through his art practice and produced what is known as the Diaspora series. This is 
                                               
 
 
34 Curnow, W. 1998. Imants Tillers and the 'Book of power', North Ryde, N.S.W., Distributed in 
Australia by Craftsman House, in association with G+B Arts International. pp 42-46 
35 Office of the Historian, U. D. O. S. Milestones: 1989–1992 
Fall of Communism in Eastern Europe, 1989 [Online]. Available: 






largely comprised of imagery appropriated from Colin McCahon’s works.36 McCahon 
also used appropriation as a strategy incorporating image and text in his works.37 By 
using imagery from the art world both past and present, the bringing together of certain 
pieces to create a new artwork, Tillers maps and communicates his experience and 
relationship to the world. 
 
Tillers’ use of small boards each with their own identifying imagery, is categorised by 
a numbering system which is recorded on the back of each panel. When displayed 
together one large image is formed. The individual pieces could in this context 
represent the fragments of experience – fragments of identity which when put together 
become the image of reconciliation or ordering/categorising of them. All our 
experiences including our background, whether lived or acquired through stories, can 
cause a fragmentation or displacement in our identity. Indeed, the continuously 
changing ethnic environment of Australia necessitates a change/reformulation of the 
individual's as well as the community’s sense of identity. 
 
In the case of Tillers’ works this also includes the spaces between the boards. For me 
these spaces are perhaps the most poignant and meaning rich parts of Tillers’ imagery. 
Those liminal spaces that represent the unknown perhaps unbridgeable perpetual 
spiritual presence, or the sacred element.38 These highlight the process of the 
displacement and redefining of identity, a reminder that this state too is in constant 
flux. These spaces are changeable with each installation, dismantling and 
configuration of the works. Hung edge to edge, a little apart, or stacked on top of each 
other, each iteration presents a different aspect to the same works as the fragile spaces 
hold each piece as a unified whole. 
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Tillers brings the element of the unheimlich into his work by the things that are 
seemingly left out. The play between what is revealed and not revealed is found in the 
spaces between Tillers’ boards. Bennett’s work plays into the unheimlich in a different 
way. His process of combining elements from two cultures into one creates a strong 
enigmatic quality in the works. Here familiarity and unfamiliarity interplay with the 
familiar motifs of Indigenous Australian art, i.e. the dot, combined with the gridded 
linear perspective space – two seemingly disparate elements become signifiers of a 
foreign hand, resulting in the unheimlich. 
 
theoretical contexts 
Inexplicably, I am part of the separation between Indigenous and white Australia 
simply because by default I am a part of colonial Australia. Although, if I truly belong 
to this place and society, it is a fractured belonging. I am a child of diaspora having 
my sense of place in Australia constantly and consistently in a state of re-evaluation 
through the ever-changing cultural face of Australia. Through the constant stream of 
migrants around the globe, identities oscillate between here, there and no-where as 
belonging is redefined from protocols of assimilation to ideals of multiculturalism. 
This state of uncertainty of belonging and identity is a state of continuous unheimlich 
– the fractured self, that by extension becomes the fractured society. 
 
Nikos Papastergiadis rightly points out that a diaspora is not simply a re-planting of a 
seed,39 nor is it simply a transplantation of a culture. As a child of diaspora my 
experience has involved living with the homeland (my parent’s origin) as a constant 
bar by which to measure everything. This in a psychoanalytic sense is the unheimlich. 
Familiarity is embedded in memory and though the new place serves this in some 
ways, it is never the actual place and thus, familiarity coincides with unfamiliarity. As 
a child of diaspora there is a haunting that takes place, the haunting of the past, of the 
life our parents/predecessors had, of the histories we are connected to by birth, culture, 
heritage and the default (European therefore usurper). 
 
                                               
 
 
39 Papastergiadis, N. 1998. Dialogues in the diasporas : essays and conversations on cultural identity, 
London ; New York New York, Rivers Oram Press ; Distributed in the USA by New York University 






Papastergiadis goes on to say: 
 
‘The search for home is neither a nostalgic retreat to a familiar past nor a 
defensive reaction against the brutalities of the present. The meaning of home 
is now found in the future-oriented projects of constructing a sense of 
belonging in a context of change and displacement.’40 
 
But this can only happen if one is not haunted by home or the idea of what/where home 
is or should be. We measure and calculate our present and future by the past, by things, 
and the ways of either our direct experience or the transferred memories/experience of 
significant influences in our lives – our parents or the people that raised us. How many 
times have we heard (or uttered) the words back in my day, or in the old days where 
what would follow is a description of how things back then were good, now, not so 
good? 
 
There is a vast array of literature along with practice-based research that deals with 
notions of identity in the contemporary world. The Australian novelist Kim Scott flags 
the notion of belonging as an important current theme with this quote: 
 
‘Insecurity, uncertainty, doubt. I still often hear the phrase surrounding the 
Native title discussions, and purportedly its use in reference to economic 
contract. No, it’s insecurity, uncertainty and doubt about something more 
important than that. 
Much Deeper. 
About the foundations of a nation. About who belongs. About who we are.’41 
 
Literary research has shown that a sense of belonging is closely linked with an 
individual’s interconnectedness with the land. Both Victoria Grieves42 and Homi K. 
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Bhabha agree that belonging to the land is owed to an historical and ancestral 
presence.43 With this in mind, the short two hundred-year history of white settlement 
in Australia surely qualifies belonging for some migrant descendants. But according 
to Aileen Moreton-Robinson even a non-Indigenous person born in Australia cannot 
claim belongingness, as it negates the existence of the Indigenous in the land before 
white settlement.44 This, as suggested above, becomes another facet to my own 
complex situation. Based on this assertion, immigrant Australians, since European 
occupation in the 1700s, cannot belong in Australia because by default they are part of 
colonialism and all that it entails. This then brings the question, where can they belong 
since most are separated from their ancestral countries by either laws that prevent them 
returning or by cultural estrangement from the lapse of time since their families left. 
 
Yet even apart from who gets to decide who belongs and who does not, the sense of 
belonging for a child of diaspora is complicated again by a fractured identity. We as a 
diasporic community are in a state of placelessness due to nostalgia – firstly of the 
diasporic subject and secondly the idea of nostalgia for the child of diaspora, since it 
is a transferred nostalgia. I am a child of diaspora and as such a yearning was modelled 
to me for what was and how things used to be, for a homeland somewhere far away 
where things were good and the best. As a child of diaspora, I learned that home was 
some ethereal other place that was the epitome of home and goodness, a utopia. 
Something to be grasped for but could not be found in this place, this adopted foreign 
land. 
 
This state is something that can keep me from gaining belongingness, yet on the level 
of my own perceptions, it could be changed. On the other hand, there are the 
uncontrollable factors. I will always be a migrant from the perspective of Australia 
(albeit not encompassing all views of both Indigenous and non-indigenous) and with 
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stories such as Jovicic (and others like it) in mind, my position seems to be a precarious 
one. Wherein does the answer lie? Where can I, an Austrian born, Hungarian 
identifying, Australian immigrant, belong anywhere in the world?   
 
this research 
In our contemporary Western society, as humans we engage in cultural practices to 
remember, experience, express and to keep these alive. We do this by making objects 
that, whether functional or decorative, represent these times gone by and express our 
nostalgia for those times. Making paintings is another way of doing exactly that. My 
art practice seeks to re-connect with a lost heritage, to re-animate it and perhaps in so 
doing, gain a sense of home and belonging. At the same time the making of artworks 
taps into the rich history of representation within the Western world and allows a 
connection with the visual culture of my ethnic heritage. 
 
Historically cultures have made objects that relate, and as a response, to their 
surroundings or landscapes, and in the case of Indigenous Australia, to country. In my 
own ethnic background, the motifs that are signifiers of the region involve the use of 
the wheat and the poppy. Whilst these symbols are not exclusive to these regions since 
poppies and wheat grow over much of Europe, the specific designs are indicative of 
the region (see p85). In a similar way, the studio component of this project 
demonstrates an expression of the experience of place, space, displacement and 
placelessness, through the examination of a sense of home and belonging. Paul Carter 
in Ground Truthing talks about the idea of creative regions as palimpsests – where a 
site (in his case the Mallee) that is already imbued with a rich layering of history and 
cultural practice, is layered again with the practice of art making – this again becoming 
part of the historical layering of the site. In my own practice particular objects such as 
the child sized sofa my dad made, cultural objects decorated with relevant motifs i.e. 
folk craft pieces like painted stools, and the re-staging of cultural practices, all 
contribute to this meaning making of my own cultural and ethnic heritage. This is 
extended through my contemporary art practice where new objects that are made 
represent, signify and build on this cultural/ethnic identity. In this way my artwork and 
art-making are central to the crafting of meaning and identity in order to perhaps find 
home and belonging. By exploring a relationship to the relevant visual culture, identity 
   
 
 
can be mapped and perhaps at the same time a sense of home and belonging may be 
gained. 
 
Through my contemporary art practice and relevant literature, I investigate how 
connecting cultural heritage, artefacts and cultural practices can perhaps speak to or 
facilitate the investigation of issues of identity, place, placelessness and displacement. 
 
This is not necessarily to definitively answer or arrive at a sense of belonging. Rather, 
this research seeks to enter into a growing body of discourse on the effects of 
globalisation, mass migration and displacement on the individual’s and community’s 
sense of belonging. Through my art practice I use painting as a way of reconciling 
these seemingly disparate issues. At the same time, it is through the practice that I posit 
that creative process can both affirm and problematise the child of diaspora’s 
experience and their search for home – that perhaps in itself was only ever a figment, 
a fractured nostalgia that gives way to a fractured melancholy. I acknowledge here that 
these states are used as umbrella terms through which to explore some of these issues, 
but at the same time they are emotional states – deeply felt sensations. More broadly, 
a collective of individual experiences such as mine could enable meaningful 
conversations in the political arena concerning migration and refugees. 
 
The following exegesis has been structured in a way to lead the reader through the 
process that I myself have gone through in exploring the issues of home and belonging. 
This includes notions of home, belonging, nostalgia and the role of melancholy. 
Throughout the text I refer to writers such as Gaston Bachelard, Homi K Bhabha and 
Nikos Papastergiadis, whose works illuminate some of the theoretical concerns of this 
project. The first two chapters belong to the first phase of this project, that of the time 
before my return-to-roots trip. 
 
In chapter one I present the idea of home and belonging as an unheimlich experience 
for the child of diaspora. Memories both transferred and direct, circumstances such as 
death/burial of family and the precarious nature of citizenship as a migrant, all play 
into the unheimlich state of living as a child of diaspora. I see this diasporic state as 
representative of Western Australian society that dates back to the landing of the First 






uneasiness – perpetually morphed, through the ever-changing face of society through 
the various migrant programs over time. The respected sociologist and philosopher 
Zygmunt Bauman talks about this idea as a part of the Western psyche due to 
developments through modernism.45 Even though Bauman includes Australia as part 
of this Western psyche his stance is more so from the perspective of one who has lived 
in the UK. This sense of unrest is seen as a unique manifestation to Australia given its 
history as a penal colony, and perceptions of Australia throughout its relatively short 
Western history as ‘antipodal’ – always on the back foot with respect to the perceived 
centre of the world i.e. Europe.46 
 
In chapter two I discuss the notion of a fractured nostalgia, where nostalgia is 
misplaced in the child of diaspora, since the yearning is for something not directly 
experienced. Instead this nostalgia is experienced through family archival materials 
such as stories, objects, cultural practices, photographs and film. Family archival 
materials and now including the artworks I have made, connect us to the past and can 
create a sense of home and belonging through them – even though it is a sense 
disconnected by the lack of direct experience, it can still cause nostalgia. This nostalgia 
connects the individual to ideas rather than tangible solid experiences. 
 
During the process of this research two major events would factor greatly in the final 
outcomes. In 2016 my dad died suddenly of a massive heart attack and this along with 
my returning to roots trip profoundly affected the trajectory of this project. The 
relevance of these markers in the course of my research is made clear in chapter three, 
as I outline reflections of my experience in returning to significant places of my 
heritage – throughout which my dad’s death was a ubiquitous influence. The end result 
of a fractured nostalgia is a fractured melancholy. This was accentuated in the return-
to-roots trip, where seeking familiarity I only found unfamiliarity and alienation – 
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places and spaces made familiar through family stories and transferred memories left 
me with unheimlich and a fracture melancholy.  
 
Chapter four discusses the practical component of this project in some detail. Through 
the progress of this project specific methods were adopted and three main groups of 
works have emerged. Firstly, some of these methods are discussed followed by a 
methodology section where I present one possible reading of the group as a whole. 
Methods employed in my contemporary art practice revealed the strong role mediation 
has played in the formation of identity through the diaspora. Through this research I 
have come to understand notions of home and belonging as social constructs mediated 
through history, Western thought and political agenda i.e. nationalism. This has 
revealed the unheimlich nature/status of the child of diaspora and migrant living in an 
adopted country – someone that will always be other. 
 
Yet the methods and processes also revealed the potential of contemporary art practice 
as not only a valuable process for discovering possibilities for future research, but also 
for a place to find home and belonging. Contemporary art practice, and more 
specifically painting practice, forces the artist to slow down and contemplate – which, 
as I have stated earlier, sits in strong contrast to accelerated way of living and the 
proliferation of the screen-based image in the 21st century. The final section of chapter 
four, fractured practice discusses these ideas in the context of my practice. This is 
further expounded in the conclusion where I present painting as an alternative way of 


















Chapter 1 – Home and Belonging in Diaspora 
 
We buried my dad here in Melbourne, and I thought about what that 
would mean for me as his migrant daughter living here in Australia. I 
did not want to leave – ever. I thought about his parents being buried 
in Europe and wondered if he ever thought about his own belonging to 
a place after they died. 
 
My dad told the same stories over and over; how he teased the family 
cat and sparred with the goats they raised, the time when a pitchfork 
prong pierced a calf muscle after he fell from the loft in the barn, when 
he got so badly sunburned lying on the beach in Dubrovnik that his 
back bled, his dad’s horsemanship skills – there are numerous. I 
thought I knew them all, I thought I could recite them word for word, 
but now I cannot remember at all how they started let alone the 
content. I do not have direct access anymore to these stories and my 
fear is that they are now lost forever. He was the source of the stories 
that were a major stimulus for the inspiration and development of this 
research project. He was the source of my interest in art-making – how 
could my art practice have any significance or relevance if he was not 
there to validate it? 
 
A part of me, a part of my identity died when those words came 
through the telephone. I heard the first two words – the third I knew 
before it was uttered. 
 
“Meg halt Apád (your father died) 
 
It feels as though this lost portion of me is now gone and can never be 
recovered – a prevailing emptiness, yet full of pain and sorrow. Words 
are not powerful enough to convey the intense emotions I feel 
   
 
 
regarding this loss, yet they become overwhelmingly powerful when I 
am compelled to utter out loud, my dad died. I hesitate and opt out – 
as though vocalising it solidifies its truth. 
 
I saw my dad the day he died, or, rather, I saw his body. The 
paramedics had chosen a cushion from the couch and carefully placed 
it under his head there on the floor of my parents’ lounge room. Out of 
the selection of cushions, they chose the one with Hungarian motif 
embroidery – he would have like that. My mum had embroidered it 
years before and now it had been promoted to supporting the head of 
that beloved man, the man that was for me, the epitome of 
fatherhood. 
 
Looking at him lying there I could not help thinking how beautiful the 
whole scene was. His tradesman’s tanned skin against the taupe of the 
cushion and the brightly coloured embroidery threads red, green, blue, 
yellow, orange and maroon. I felt compelled to take a photo, but I was 
worried about the reaction and if I would hurt my mum and sister. I 
thought about Derrida’s account of a sudden strong desire to draw his 
dying mother lying in her hospital bed,47 and wondered at this 
apparent impulsiveness to record by hand the scene of the death/dying 
of a loved one? The urge/desire to record my own dad’s life/death that 
day was a desire to draw/paint him – since I did not have the tools to 
do either, the photograph was the means to this end – not significant 
in itself. Indeed, imagining myself sitting there spending the time to 
look and record the scene by hand would have brought up a lot of 
notions of propriety, cultural norms and acceptable social behaviour in 
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a much stronger way – considering the time it would take as opposed 
to the split second of taking a photograph. 
 
I knew from past missed opportunities that if I did not take a record 
now, what was there in front of me would never be again. I did not 
want to live with that regret. The memory of this scene would never 
give me the clarity I needed should I want to make an artwork at a 
later date. 
 
With phone poised I still hesitated, waiting for incredulousness or 
something like it – but it did not come. My sister saw my intention and 
came and stood next to me. She looked at our dad and then me, silently 
agreeing with what I wanted to do. So, I turned to her and with far less 
volume than I expected, I whispered “Do you want a photo with him?” 
With the energy and enthusiasm that I expected to be directed at me 
in incredulity, she quickly positioned herself on the floor at his head 
and began caressing, kissing and washing his face with her tears. 
 
I proceeded to take photo after photo. I paid attention to form, to 
composition, to what was included in the frame and the particular 
angles that I had pictured in my mind. I had already imagined using 
these for paintings. My sister was dressed in subdued greens and 
browns including a headscarf, reminiscent of our peasant heritage. The 
whole scene with her garment and his head on the cushion somehow 
had a strong serendipitous feel to it. I wanted to make paintings or 
drawings – perhaps when the time is right, if in fact such a time exists. 
  
The weekend after my dad died, I spent two days painting from one of 
the photographs I had taken that day. It is a painting fifty by fifty 
centimetres – one that was never intended for private let alone public 
display. It felt strange painting someone that was no longer animated 
by their spirit. Pangs of guilt and uneasiness pervaded my mind in the 
   
 
 
process – especially when my family would enter my studio space. The 
process provided the much-needed space of intimacy I experience 
when painting. This is particularly true of portraiture and especially 
when the subject is one that I have had a close relationship with, but it 
is something other artists such as South African artist William 
Kentridge also understand: 
 
In the activity of making work, there is a sense that if you spend 
a day or two days drawing an object or an image, there is a 
sympathy towards that object embodied in the human labor 
making the drawing. 
William Kentridge 48 
 
This phenomenon would be powerfully demonstrated through the 
process of this painting. 
 
Usually I have an acute awareness of movement in my surroundings, 
but twice I was startled by someone approaching me from behind. 
Both times I was so deeply lost in the rendering of the skin and scars 
on my dad’s face. I was far away from the reality of the physical world 
intimately engaging with the creases, textures and colours of his skin. 
As Kentridge says, painting/drawing causes an intimacy to occur 
between artist and subject. I had experienced this before in the 
paintings of my grandparents, parents and children but somehow 
painting a portrait of my dad at his death brought a deeper element to 
this reality. I had touched that face with my hands and kissed the rough 
skin many times in my life and this direct experience was finding its 
way into the painting. Almost as though I was living the painting, living 
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in the paint and the brushstrokes. Something akin to that scene in the 
film What Dreams May Come49 – where Robin Williams character’s 
idea of heaven was a full body experience of the buttery texture of the 
wet paint in his wife’s paintings. I have done a portrait of my dad 
before but had not experienced what I was experiencing now. 
 
It was through these events outlined above that I began a process of thought on the 
connections between death/burial and belonging – whether or not our belongingness 
was established once a family member has been buried in the soil of the country. Could 
Australia be my home now that I had a part of my flesh mingling with the ground? 
Conversely, does death and burial of a family member in a place/space automatically 
separate or disqualify my connection to Europe or Hungarian culture? 
 
As stated in the introduction, both Grieves50 and Bhabha, agree that belonging is 
associated with the individual’s history in the land. Grieves uses this as a basis to 
stimulate a re-capturing of culture (specifically Indigenous Australian culture) and 
therefore connectedness and belonging to the land,51 while Bhabha also uses historical 
and ancestral connections to land as a foundation.52 Based on this, perhaps with 
ancestral connections my belonging is secured? But my claim to the land is only forty 
to fifty years. Indigenous Australians, never failing to acknowledge their ancestors in 
ceremony and storytelling, tap into the tens-of-thousands of years of history in the 
land. These practices are intrinsic to their being, it tells them how to live both as 
individuals and as communities.53 Indigeneity is rooted in place – not one specific 
place, but country which encompasses the whole land. Indigenous people understand 
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the connectedness they have historically, culturally and spiritually to country – country 
is them and they are country. It is a code that informs their place in community. 
 
The relationship between belonging and indigeneity is highly contested in Australia. 
If I take Aboriginal historian Peter Read’s way of thinking, I can belong in Australia 
by having or growing a respect for the Indigenous people of Australia and their way 
of life.54 But Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Professor of Indigenous Research, disagrees 
on the basis of it being ‘problematic in many ways’.55 Moreton-Robinson contends, 
that a sense of belonging cannot be claimed by anyone except an Indigenous person, 
since they are tied to their collective histories before white settlement – whereas the 
white person (even if ‘native-born’) is entwined in the history of dispossession and 
colonialism.56 
 
A paradox is revealed here – I want to belong, but perhaps not if it means I lose the 
potential to belong elsewhere: wanting both or multiple belongings, but not seeing how 
this could be possible. If death and burial validate or establish belonging it seems to 
do so only by a process of nullification or exclusion. Our sense of belonging here is 
seen as wrapped up in our sense of identity and in this way perhaps this paradox of 
belonging is the sign of our times as Bauman suggests in his book Identity. In our 
Liquid Modern society Bauman contends, we hold multiple identities in tension with 
each other.57 Elsewhere Bauman reiterates this in saying that our contemporary society 
is marked by the ability to choose and change identities – we like to keep our options 
open.58 If our sense of belonging is intrinsically linked to our identity then it is 
reasonable to assume that we can also choose where we belong. 
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But this can only be if it is widely accepted that belonging is, in keeping with Bauman, 
fluid. What I am suggesting here of course is that belongingness is rooted in something 
or somewhere which sits in contrast to Bauman’s assertion of fluidity. However, if 
migrant citizens can be deported or detained based on uncertainty – such as previously 
mentioned Robert Jovicic for criminal reasons, or the German born, permanent 
resident of Australia Cornelia Rau presenting with mental health issues and being 
detained as a terrorist59 – belonging is not solid in this sense either, since government 
bodies can decide who can stay and who cannot. 
 
Perhaps, as has been suggested a sense of home and belonging coincides with a 
particular building. Bachelard certainly thinks this is so as he talks about the building 
along with an idealised version of a loving functional family life – where children are 
nurtured to become all that they hope to become.60 In my case home life was good. It 
was absent of abuse and contained a healthy mix of happiness and sadness, but the 
building is certainly not something I connect with a sense of home and belonging. 
 
When we first arrived in Australia my parents bought a house jointly with my aunt and 
uncle and after obtaining their share, my parents signed up to build in Knoxfield – this 
would be the home where most of my memories come from. My first home, when I 
was first-born, I have no memory of. If I take the word home in the sense that my 
parents were using it, i.e. as synonymous with origin, or birth-place – in the context of 
nation, nationality denoting birth-place61 – then Vienna Austria would be this point of 
reference for me. But as I have stated earlier, this place holds no cultural or ethnic 
significance for me – it is simply where I was born. Added to this my dad was always 
thinking of the next house he would design and build, even when the current one was 
not yet complete. In my mind the home as a structure has not meant any more to me 
than a place of temporary residence. 
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With the combination of these things my own sense of belongingness is held teetering 
on the threshold of perpetual unheimlich – where familiarity mingles with 
unfamiliarity in a dance of place and no-place. The fact is, that for me Australia has 
really felt more like a temporary place of residence. My parents constantly referred to 
their place of birth as home and so when they asked me to paint a mural in the outdoor 
area of their home, I was expecting they would want a scene from back home. 
However, I was surprised when they both wanted a representation of the Twelve 
Apostles from the Great Ocean Road. Even if the term home meant Yugoslavia for 
them, through this it is revealed as a label used only to contextualise in conversation. 
At the same time though, their culture and Europe in general, was also used as the 
point of reference for things that are good and proper. Is it in this constant looking 
back/to elsewhere that keeps a person in this state of not achieving a sense of home 
and belonging? 
 
In informal conversation with friends and colleagues, the sentiment that there is a lack 
of history in Australia as compared with Europe is often expressed. Of course, they 
are referring to the historical buildings in Europe as the tangible evidence of this 
history, but it is indicative of the tendency to look to Europe or other places as referents 
to define Australia. Australia was/is the Antipodes – antipodal because of its position 
in relation to Europe, the perceived centre of the world. Ian McLean clearly explains, 
antipodality as literally the back of the foot (podal), or the opposite of. Where the other 
side of the world in the literal sense became the other side (backside) of the centre of 
culture.62 Therefore it cannot be discussed apart from its relationship to the perceived 
centre – in this case, Europe where up until recently a large majority of migrants have 
come from. 
 
Perhaps it is this status of antipodality that holds Australia as separate – a constant 
reminder of it being in the opposite position and the centre of nothing. Perhaps because 
of this a lot of non-Indigenous Australians like me are hanging between spaces – a 
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limbo of sorts – between multiple identities, a simultaneous existence of being 
everywhere and nowhere. 
 
For some this does not seem to be a problem, such as Hungarian-born businessman 
John Kaldor who is recognised as having transformed contemporary art in Australia – 
beginning with the commission of the wrapping of Little Bay Sydney in 1969, by 
Christo. Kaldor and his family fled Communist Hungary to arrive in Australia in 1948, 
later returning to Europe to study textile design in Zurich where he developed a passion 
for art. Kaldor had originally asked Christo to come to Australia to give a lecture and 
exhibition, but Christo declined – instead proposing the wrapping project. In the 
following forty years Kaldor would commission many art projects with artists from all 
over the world. These projects have encompassed performance art as well as site-
specific pieces.63 Kaldor has made an overwhelming contribution to the advancement 
of art in Australia – in this sense Australia is just an extension of Europe, a part of the 
global world as his belonging seems to be grounded as cosmopolitan? In this there is 
no sense of a rootedness to a place, but rather all places. 
 
Some migrant artists however, in the time before Kaldor, seemed not to find rest in 
Australia. Scottish born Australian resident Ian Fairweather would, sometimes 
voluntarily and or due to extenuating circumstances, travel back and forth between 
Asia, England and Australia64 – it seems he never really set roots down in any one 
place.  Danila Vassilieff who arrived in Australia originally in 1923 only stayed until 
the year he took up citizenship in 1929.65 After exhibiting around the world living in 
England until 1935, he returned to Australia.66 The Polish Jew Yosl Bergner arriving 
in Australia in 1937, lived out the rest of his days working in Israel from 1950 until 
his death in 2017.67 Both Vassilieff and Bergner would prove to have a lasting impact 
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on artists Arthur Boyd and Albert Tucker.68 These and other Australian artists 
responded to the Modernist sensibility that Vassilieff and Bergner brought with them 
– even though according to Robert Hughes and Edmund Capon, the conservative 
Australian sensibility overall did not take to it well.69 It was the exhibition The Field 
displaying works in the Modernist sensibility, that sparked a good amount of 
controversy – recently re-staged as The Field Revisited at the National Gallery of 
Victoria in 2018.70 
 
At the same time many Australian born individuals seemed to display unrest and 
dissatisfaction in Australia. The Australian art historian Richard Haese says that by the 
end of the 1940s art in Australia had declined and due to the lifting of the restrictions 
of travel imposed during the war times, escape was again possible. Australian artists 
such as Counihan, Tucker and Nolan, including intellectuals he says, left Australia to 
discover and experience the great Western art in Europe.71 These three artists along 
with Arthur Boyd were Australian born, but they still felt the need to leave Australia 
for Europe. Artists and intellectuals alike were chasing the centre of the art world, to 
be a part of it – perhaps indicative of the Eurocentrism in relation to Australia’s 
antipodal status. This is understandable if we view any non-Indigenous person as 
belonging to a diaspora. Non-Indigenous Australian born individuals are part of a 
diaspora – the diaspora dating back to the landing of the first fleet – since all non-
Indigenous people have come from a dispersal of one culture/nation or another – even 
if it is through ancestors. It is through diasporas that cultural practices are re-staged 
and practiced anew. It is the diasporic consciousness that retains the connection 
between the past and the present. 
 
This term diasporic itself suggests a separation from a larger collective. These 
separations are perhaps what keeps some from achieving that sense of belonging. The 
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diasporic label along with others such as antipodal and migrant, are what keeps the 
individual as other. Always separate from the collective, and never really belonging to 
it. I am and always will be a migrant and therefore always other – and this would be 
the case no matter where I might go in the world. The diasporic subject is not rooted 
to place – any place, whether the country of origin or the country of residence – rather 
it is through the engagement with cultural practices, within which they are rooted to 
the realm of ideals and the ephemeral. 
 
a diasporic belonging 
The feeling of being at home/not home or belonging/not belonging, that in-between 
space where one feels nowhere, is perhaps the enduring lived experience in diasporic 
people groups. Sheridan Palmer writes: ‘One of the most critical psychological 
dimensions of any immigrant or exile is the sense of belonging to ‘deux rivages’ [two 
shores].72 
 
Palmer relates the trained art historian, Ursula Hoff’s experience. Hoff arrived in 
Australia in 1939 and gave many lectures as curator to the National Gallery of Victoria 
for over forty years from 1943 – proving to be a great influence on students.73 Sheridan 
Palmer writes: 
 
When Hoff saw the reproduction of Kokoschka’s painting in Boyd’s studio, 
the image prompted a powerful recollection of her past. As a victim of Hitler’s 
racial policies, she felt she would always be a transitional woman, part of the 
massive diaspora of German Jews, and that she would be caught between the 
Old World and the new. In her role as an intellectual and an art historian she 
could appreciate how Boyd appropriated Kokoschka’s symbolic use of the 
floating image of bodies as a metaphor for displacement.74 
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Whilst this quote demonstrates the power of art to impact, it also reveals the state of 
the psyche for the immigrant. 
 
The English Literature critic Uma Jayaraman relates the experience of the diasporic in 
this way: 
 
The diasporic not only feels alienated from established norms of his past home 
because of his physical departure from it but also fails to fully assimilate with 
the ethos of his present home because of his cultural distance from it. Distanced 
and unhomed in the in-between space, the diasporic lives with a true sense of 
the “uncanny.”75 
 
In this context, the notion of the diaspora is foundational to discussing themes of home 
and belonging. These terms together fit under the framework of the unheimlich – where 
the unheimlich denotes a sense of alienation, isolation and ambivalence 76 – resulting 
from the experience of the familiar and unfamiliar. My experience as an immigrant 
and citizen to Australia with a minimal lived-experience of Europe, and culture 
provided by the Hungarian diaspora, is perhaps only an experience in a metaphysical 
sense – not physical experience. Based on this I am an artist who is part of the wider 
Australian community that is descended through colonialism. Perhaps many non-
Indigenous artists in Australia with mixed ethnic backgrounds (along with some 
Indigenous artists such as Gordon Bennett) are just like me – struggling to find a place, 
home or sense of belonging in the nation of Australia and at the same time the world. 
Could my belonging be found in that group of artists identified as migrant artists? But 
I did not arrive here as an artist – with an existing artistic practice. Can I be called a 
migrant artist given I arrived in Australia when I was a baby and have grown up here? 
It is apparent here that there is no clear answer and indeed possibly none for many 
others. 
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Considering the ease with which people can travel and migrate nowadays to different 
parts of the world along with mass displacements in various regions, this questioning 
of identity is possibly not unique. In his book The Turbulence of Migration Nikos 
Papastergiadis talks about this from a global perspective. Mass migration, he says, is 
not unique to our modern times but it has, along with other influences, such as the 
availability of media technologies, changed the way identity and the sense of home 
and belonging are negotiated and perhaps achieved, i.e. a common language was once 
one of the ways people felt a sense of community.77 Adding to this, cultures were tied 
together through tradition, common sensibilities and material culture – artefacts, 
clothing, music and distinct visual designs that have come to define particular people 
groups. Salman Rushdie writes that people ‘root themselves in ideas rather than places, 
in memories as much as in material things; [...]’78 These material things – stories, 
cultural practices, and objects, are the tools of the diasporic to hold on to heritage, 
identity, home and perhaps a hope to recover what was lost. As Marianne Hirsch has 
pointed out, these nostalgic longings are transferred to the child of the diasporic and 
transformed into a longing for something abstract, an idea rooted in another’s memory, 
something never directly experienced and yet, longed for.79 At the same time, as 
Papastergiadis points out, these cultural practices in the new land are not a simple 
transplantation of a culture as though ‘it were a seed that could be transported, and 
planted elsewhere.’80 
 
Cultures and their respective practices are transformed in the hands of the diasporic 
community through the transportation of them to a new place/space. This happens 
through the inadequacy of memory but also through the re-staging process – certain 
practices such as dance and the decoration of objects were in the past, imbued with 
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meaning for a particular way of life – they served a purpose beyond mere 
entertainment. For example, the harvest festivals of various cultures including my own 
background of which the Üveges Csárdás (Bottle Dance) is one – a dance involving 
women balancing a rather large bottle of wine on their head, in celebration of the 
bountiful harvests of the season. Traditionally the dance would have been performed 
in the township whereas now they are performed for entertainment at festivals 
showcasing culture. 
 
Re-staging then disconnects these practices from the very past they refer to. Instead of 
emulating them, the act of re-staging creates new practices even though still 
intrinsically connected to the past. Even so, it is through the re-staging of cultural 
practices that the diasporic is kept balanced between two or more worlds – belonging 
to both yet fully to neither.  
 
These aspects of belonging all seem to point to something that is not physically 
experienced. Rather it seems to suggest that belonging itself, like identity as Bauman 
has shown, is also a construct born out of the ideas of nationhood and cultural 
uniqueness connecting their importance to our being in the world.81 Cultural practices 
of diasporas are themselves unheimlich – referring to something familiar yet re-staged 
in an unfamiliar setting. 
 
If culture is subsequently transformed in the hands of the diasporic, combined with 
experiences and memories into something of a hybrid of many influences; how much 
more so in the hands of the child of the diasporic. Further, it is through the re-staging 
of cultural practices that the child of the diasporic inherits nostalgia for something they 
have never directly experienced. Transferred nostalgia pushes the ideas of home and 
belonging further out of reach when the actual nostalgic event or direct memory only 
exists in another’s mind. 
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In this chapter I have worked through terms that, even though initially seem to point 
to an established sense of home and belonging, they are revealed as problematic when 
expounded in particular contexts. Key terms I have wrestled with are death, burial, 
sentiment, history and diaspora. Each of these as I have shown are inadequate to gain 
that sense of belonging as each of these presents as a state of unheimlich. But these do 
not work in isolation. As I will show in the next chapter, coupled with nostalgia, the 
search for a sense of home and belonging is further complicated. In attaching the 
diasporic practice to the unheimlich I have begun to open up a space to talk about a 
kind of fracture. As I will show, this fracture takes effect in both a re-staging of practice 
in the recovery of memories through family archival materials such as stories and 




























Chapter 2 – Fractured Nostalgia 
 
To be haunted by a ghost is to remember something you’ve never lived through 
 For memory is the past that has never taken the form of the present. 
         Derrida 82 
 
We of that “second generation” have peculiar relationships with the places 
where our families originated and from which they were forcibly removed or 
displaced. 
Marianna Hirsch 83 
 
This ‘peculiar relationship’ in Hirsch’s above quote is what I have called a fractured 
nostalgia. In the child of the diaspora a longing for something that is experienced 
through a transferred memory is twice removed from the longing in the subject of the 
direct experience – and is, as Derrida’s quote suggests, akin to being haunted by a 
ghost. Hirsch’s experience of growing up hearing stories about the home town of her 
parents is, to a point, like mine. Hirsch, whose parents originated from Czernowitz, a 
town that has belonged to at least three different nation-states in the last two 
centuries,84 describes how this town, because of the stories she was told, seemed more 
real to her than her place of birth Timişoara, or Bucharest where she grew up.85 In my 
own experience, family stories and cultural practices have cultivated a sense of what 
home is, elsewhere. At the same time these same things created a nostalgia for it. But 
this is a fractured nostalgia because I can only grasp the mediated version of it, through 
family archival material – objects, photographs/films, diasporic cultural practices and 
memories transferred to me through family stories. 
 
This fractured nostalgia is also created through the reapplication and engagement in 
cultural practices within and by the diasporic community – thereby maintaining the 
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nostalgia in the displaced migrant and contributing to the fractured nostalgia in the 
child of the diaspora. As a child of the diaspora, heritage, culture, absent family and 
the past are experienced through the telling of stories and other family archival 
materials. 
 
This nostalgia for home could be something that has been and is embedded into the 
Australian migrant’s psyche since the arrival of the First Fleet. Minor transgressions 
of lower-class England forcefully brought people to the land as convicts which 
provided free labour that slowly built the nation. As I have noted in chapter one, 
McLean outlines the antipodality of Australia as a positional status in reference to 
Europe – something that keeps Australia as other and therefore always looking to 
Europe for identification.86 The very act of nostalgia is consistently looking back/to 
something and yearning for it to be once again. 
 
The authors of Intimate Horizons suggest that the vastness of the flat Australian 
landscape provided the rich breeding ground of endless hopelessness to become part 
of the Australian psyche87 – Western society in Australia, it seems, was set up for an 
unheimlich identity from the beginning. This nostalgia is passed onto the subsequent 
generation at the very least, but it manifests as what I have called a fractured nostalgia 
– because it is a yearning for something never directly experienced. 
 
objects, memory and unheimlich 
Research and my personal life are intrinsically linked, and they have entwined further 
through material engagement – literally in sorting through both personal and other’s 
belongings. Three spaces; my own home, an in-law’s home and an abandoned office 
space, became my responsibility whether I wanted it to or not. It is interesting how 
going through someone else’s belongings and wondering at some of the things that 
were kept over many years, can stimulate a personal reflection on things we keep that 
may be deemed useless to others. Such an activity can reveal insight into another’s life 
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whilst at the same time trigger one’s own imagination and ponderings. In his book The 
Poetics of Space Gaston Bachelard discusses the idea of the inhabited space being 
imbued with seeds for creativity and the imagination,88 and going through these spaces, 
I could not help but imagine the possible circumstances these objects came to be in 
this particular collection. Yet these spaces and some objects never belonged to me and 
I never belonged to them. They were spaces and objects that I was custodian to for a 
short time, yet they sparked connections with my own memories and experiences. The 
unheimlich nature of this experience prompted a deeper consideration of my personal 
objects and artefacts that communicate something about me, about who I am and 
perhaps where I belong. 
 
We experience the past through objects/artefacts left behind. Just as we also experience 
absent family members and other individuals through family archives. It is through 
photographs, film, objects and stories that we experience and have relationship with 
absent members of our family. Somehow through this process of looking, 
remembering and considering family archival material I was searching for that sense 
of belonging for myself, but as a painter I needed to extend this further. 
 
As a professional painter and decorator, my dad was a source of constant 
encouragement for my interest and engagement in the creative arts. He would talk to 
me about shading (tone) when I made a drawing and once allowed me to paint a mural 
on my bedroom wall. He himself was always making something and planning the next 
house he would design and build. As a child I remember how I loved being outside 
with him building something instead of doing housework with my mum. He would 
talk about the stringent and thorough training he received as a painter apprentice back 
in Yugoslavia and prided himself on doing the best job he knew how to – expecting 
nothing less of me. Later we enrolled in a lead lighting course together and planned 
our collaborative projects to personalise our homes. He would tell me stories of his 
childhood and things he learned in school about ancient Hungary. My mum told stories 
too, but it was my dad’s stories that inspired my love for the creative arts. 
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He made a miniature sofa for me in our early years in Australia and it took on many 
roles through imaginary play in my childhood. From a throne for my sister the princess, 
a shopkeeper’s chair to now a symbol of connection to our arrival in Australia; forty 
plus years later it still occupies a space in my home, although somewhat worse for 
wear. It is a repository for childhood memories and in some way a latent connection 
to our European heritage. Alongside this sofa other objects including family 
photographs depicting actual events of an age before we were born or just after, are a 
source of connection to our own personal story or identity. 
 
Sifting through our family archives particular photographs sparked my interest in 
making paintings. Even though these were familiar to me it seemed as though I was 
looking at them for the first time. Through this sorting and choosing process, I realised 
I was searching for something that can best be explained by what Roland Barthes 
called the punctum – the subconscious connection or realisation/resonance with 
something in the image.89 In a sense I was looking for me in the photographs of my 
parents and grandparents in their youth, in photographs of my newborn self – trying to 
understand the nature of my relationship with the individuals depicted. Other than our 
two-month return visit in 1983 and family members visiting Australia on a couple of 
occasions, it is largely through family archival material that I had a relationship with 
my grandparents and other family members. As a painter with a desire to deeply 
understand the personal poignancy of particular photographs, I was led to take them a 
step further. 
 
One such photograph is of my paternal grandmother. She looked so beautiful, strong, 
confident and young, far from the frail little grandmother I had met. I am told she was 
approximately eighteen years old and the outfit she was wearing is one she had made 
herself. The curling at the edges and a yellow tinge transformed the black and white 
tones into a series of warm greys that indicated the age of the photograph. My memory 
from 1983 of having visited the photographic studio in which this was taken served as 
a connection for me. The warm greys of the photograph held it to the past, and its 
                                               
 
 






deteriorating condition threatened the dissolution of that past. Eszter M 116, (see p 95) 
was provoked by a desire to preserve the image and at the same time, the past. 
 
The process of painting can allow the artist an intimate experience with the past, the 
materials, the materiality of the reference image and the subject depicted. This 
experience is heightened again when the painting is of a relative. Using the blurry 
photograph made the task more difficult as did the desire to transform this photograph 
back to the original colours – a challenging task in itself as many painters might agree. 
At the same time, I was conscious of the fact that I was painting someone that was 
known to others as mother, mother-in-law, daughter and friend. During this process I 
was searching for signs of my existence in her face and her hands. Signs of a 
connection to my own identity with the constant reminder that I did not know her as 
well as or in the way that others did, particularly my dad. My dad had indicated on 
many occasions that my grandmother and I shared similar personality traits and 
interests. As I recreated the darks, lights and colours according to how I perceived they 
might have been, I searched for these signs of connection between us and hoped that 
my dad would recognise his mother in my reproduction. This connection would 
perhaps create that sense of belonging I was searching for. 
 
Old photographs are representations of an event or existence and we hold onto them 
to stay connected and experience the past. The textural element in the prints of 
analogue photography I find similar to that of the surface of a painting. This could be 
part of my punctum experience, as I see the texture seemingly playing on the surface 
of the photograph much the same way paint brush marks do on a painting. 
Experiencing these images in some way validates our existence. Proof that someone 
or something existed in turn can prove or validate our own existence and identity. 
Reproducing or copying a photograph into digital format may solidify the 
photograph’s permanence through multiple copies, but much like memories, with each 
reproduction a quality is lost or reconfigured through the process. Painting the image 
then, further reconfigures it, both in the hand of the artist, their brush and hence in the 
final interpretation. 
 
Photographs show a split-second point in time and are now in our digital age captured 
in split seconds. Our engagement/experience with photographs and objects alike, is 
   
 
 
abstract or unheimlich in that we experience the photograph as an object – not the 
actual subject depicted. It takes engaging our imagination to read anything more into 
them. Paintings, in contrast, even when based on photographic references, show an 
aspect of the particular subject, but is naturally transformed through the slow drying 
properties of oil paints, and the much longer time it takes to complete. As with 
photographs and objects, my experience in the process of making art-works is also 
abstract or unheimlich as I am reacting to that hidden element in the references – as 
are the paintings themselves unheimlich. 
 
unheimlich objects 
It is in this idea of the punctum that Freud’s unheimlich becomes embodied. My 
response to something in an object such as a photograph grabs my attention resulting 
in another image – where oscillating between familiarity and unfamiliarity, the 
painting/artwork becomes the unheimlich manifest. We experience the painting as the 
thing itself, the object, not the actual subject depicted – even though it may trigger 
memories that are either direct or transferred or completely disassociated from what is 
depicted. In this way experiencing a dislocated culture growing up as a child of 
diaspora is akin to making and looking at artworks. That is, we have no direct 
experience with what is depicted. Making the artwork is the unheimlich in action as is 
the viewing of it. Engaging in diasporic culture may reify a form of its practices, but 
it remains dislocated as it represents something that was perhaps only real and 
meaningful in a bygone era – a fractured reality, a fractured present, a fractured 
nostalgia. 
 
Two quotes James Elkins found in the visitor’s book at Rothko Chapel Houston, 
Texas, demonstrate this idea of a fractured reality/present/nostalgia, “It’s good to be 
back – but where am I?” and “How many places can one call home?”90 This suggests 
that a familiarity has been touched, something strangely familiar yet not familiar at all 
(or suddenly unfamiliar). Perhaps the unheimlich has come into play. These 
experiences seem to have penetrated something that triggered a familiar 
memory/feeling but where one was not sure where back was, the other, while 
                                               
 
 






recognising the feeling of home, still differentiates between the actual place of home 
and the place/space they were in at the time. 
 
In prior research I looked into notions of the spiritual through the language of the 
sublime in painting. The body of work produced was characteristic of large seemingly 
empty spaces with thin layers of transparent rich colours – imagery originating from 
the Australian landscape. The vastness of open plains with some seemingly small 
perhaps insignificant shape or form breaking in, or the play of light that distorts 
perception, are what attract my attention. In these cases, it seems as though the scene 
is waiting for something. Not intervention but a connection, a way or vehicle to an 
awakening and this is what my practice allows for. I do not necessarily have a sense 
of what will happen but nevertheless there is a sense that I am standing on the verge 
or threshold of some presence in a seemingly great absence. This is perhaps the 
experience of Freud’s unheimlich: the familiar suddenly becoming strangely 
unfamiliar91 – in between reality and the imaginary yet fully embedded in both. The 
art object can highlight this state or space and, in a way, make it tangible yet still not 
established or solid as such. The art object itself is unheimlich in that it does not 
become the thing it is depicting but rather may elicit a connection or resonance within 
the viewer through familiarity – something that relates to a past memory, transferred 
memory or direct experience. 
 
The works that I have collectively called Punctum (see p87-93) seem to evoke a sense 
of melancholy that I do not recognise in the original photographs. Perhaps this is due 
to the ageing colours on the photographs and my perception of them or perhaps it is a 
sub-conscious nostalgia on my part. It is not clear, but what else is evident in each of 
these is the large negative space, which serves to visually charge up the positive space 
of the figures. 
 
These large empty spaces, having found their way into subsequent works, are perhaps 
an indication of a distancing, a way to pictorialise my physical and psychological 
remoteness from these past events. These far-away places and others’ memories are 
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no more real to me than memories that stem from my own experiences. The physical 
act of painting allows me an entry point into the reference material via the time they 
take to complete. Along with this the tactile and textured quality of oil painting, and 
the constant dialogue that is generated between them, collectively enable an experience 
of the space depicted in the reference image. More than this, the painted image 
transforms the depicted in a way that the photograph cannot, as it creates an element 
of tactility that perhaps can allow the viewer a more physical experience of the image 
than the smooth surface of a photograph. This is a similar phenomenon found in film 
through the experience of the image via a flat screen – although contemporary versions 
have attempted to bridge this gap with multi-dimensional cinematic viewing 
experiences, incorporating movement, smell, touch etc. 
 
Ultimately paintings are objects that can enable a connection to the past. We make and 
hold onto objects that represent a time gone by, a culture or moment in time. Furniture, 
tools, tablecloths and decorated clothing in the past were created for functionality, their 
symbolic references to beliefs or alliances, and for their aesthetics. Now they are 
decorative pieces that act as symbols of the culture we belong to or have heritage in. 
The physical painting, as no exception to this, then becomes a historical representative 
of the time it depicts but also of the time it was created. 
 
The home I grew up in contained our own collection of replicas of ancient objects and 
paraphernalia along with copies of culturally meaningful paintings I made as gifts for 
my dad. I made copies of three paintings, portraits of the Hungarian revolutionary 
Rákóczy Ferenc. One of the paintings is by the Baroque painter Mányoki Ádám the 
original of which is now part of the Hungarian National Museum’s collection.92 
Rákoczy Ferenc is noted to have led the uprising against the Habsburgs93 and is revered 
amongst Hungarians as an important historical figure. Two of the three paintings 
depict Rákoczy and his wife Sarolta and were done from photographs of prints my 
grandparents owned. Thus far I have not been able to find any information regarding 
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the original works, but it seems to be a popular print appearing in many homes in my 
parents’ home town. These paintings hang on the wall at my parents’ house together 
with various objects relating to ancient Hungarian tradition – csikós kalap, ostor and 
fokos – the Hungarian horseman’s hat, whip and the shepherd’s axe (this is similar to 
a long-handled tomahawk). My dad really enjoyed dressing in his Csikós gear 
complete with shirt and pants to show his prowess with the ostor for cultural 
presentations. Perhaps these objects including the painted reproductions helped my 
dad to stay connected with his childhood home – at the same time all of these paintings 
along with the objects, fed a sense of nostalgia. 
 
This nostalgia when transferred to subsequent generations becomes embedded in the 
subconscious. However, in the transference to subsequent generations this nostalgia is 
transformed. The lack of direct experience only affords the individual a cursory 
understanding of particular objects/depictions in connection with their original 
purpose. Bauman talks about this in the context of our experience of totalitarianism – 
we younger generations cannot know what it is like to live under totalitarianism as he 
and his generation do because they lived through it – as younger generations can only 
learn about it through text books.94 Therefore in the hands of subsequent generations 
the experience of artworks, objects and transferred nostalgia is informed by new 
experiences of the things themselves – since the experience of these in and of 
themselves become the embedded direct experience for the viewer. 
 
Another such image that hung on the wall at my paternal grandparents’ home was a 
studio photograph of me at around twelve months old. It depicts me wearing a red 
dress that seems to reoccur in many subsequent photographs. My mum was amused 
when I asked her if she still had that red dress – it is probably ridiculous to think she 
would still have it, but it would have been such a find. It would have been that solid 
object form, connecting me to the past. Of course, I am physically the ‘solid object 
form’ of connection, but my personal memory has no association with what is 
depicted. 
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Seeing this photograph, when we visited in 1983, I remember wondering at the pride 
of place it held. By this time my grandparents had moved out into a smaller dwelling 
on the property and my uncle (my dad’s brother), aunt and cousin were living in the 
main house. My grandparents and uncle have passed away since so I asked my parents 
to bring it back for me on a recent return trip. This photograph is my connection to my 
dad’s childhood home. In some unheimlich way, this photograph hanging in my 
grandparents’ home, ties and grounds my existence to a world I have not known first 
hand. Unheimlich because it is displaced/out-of-place in my aunt and uncle’s home – 
it is a large photograph that depicts someone they knew at that point depicted – a time 
frame frozen. The place on the wall the photograph occupies is a place that would 
normally be reserved for a family or child of the family photograph – their own family 
unit or child, not someone that they only knew as the baby in the photograph. Perhaps 
my grandparents’ home was the ‘complete container of memories’95 and my origin but 
only through being transferred to me through my dad. I needed the direct experience I 
lacked in order to solidify or justify my fractured nostalgia. However, as I show in the 
following chapter, even the direct experience left me feeling my sense of home and 
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Chapter 3 – Fractured Melancholy 
 
Serbia 
‘Ugy szeretet’ (He loved you so much), I told my aunt whom I had not 
seen in thirty-four years. It was a reunion laced with the grief of losing 
my dad. 
‘“Az én Nénikém”, ugy mondta!’ (My dear sis, he would say). 
‘Ja ja, ugy mondta’ (yes that is what he used to call me), she recalled 
with tears welling in her eyes. 
 
Bözse nénye, my aunt, was so full of grief over her baby brother’s death 
and the impending death of her son (my cousin Zoli was diagnosed 
cancer), I wished I could somehow ease her pain. She had given up 
praying for her son to be healed and switched to praying she would die 
first, to be spared of the pain of losing a child – neither of her prayers 
were answered. 
 
Through our time together she told me stories. Stories about how my 
grandparents had come to be married, and stories about visiting them 
after she and my uncle were married. My uncle was a professional 
fisherman and they would bring a feast every Sunday for the whole 
family to enjoy. She told me stories as we leafed through the numerous 
photographs she possessed in her own archive, and she remembered. 
She remembered her husband’s prize for catching the most fish and 
how the newspaper printed a story about him – and she remembered 
the time we left for Australia. 
 
  
Arriving in Debeljača at Laci’s house I realised I could not wait to see 
my dear cousin. As children we wrote to each other and he had come 
to Australia for my wedding. He was out at the gate as soon as the car 
   
 
 
pulled up to the house. It seems he was looking forward to seeing me 
again just as much as I was looking forward to seeing him. 
 
Laci’s mum, my aunt, was equally delighted to see us. She had been 
preparing for our arrival months before, making traditional soup 
noodles and planning meals and cakes she would make for us. One 
afternoon she brought out her biscuit tin full of photographs. We spent 
some time together looking through the old photos, prompting a time 
of remembering. She had photographs of my dad that I had never seen 
before. Photographs of him as a baby and as a young man at his 
Confirmation – she gladly gave them to me. 
 
Walking through the town I looked for all the familiar places I had seen 
myself in 1983. The places that I had personally visited, places that my 
parents were photographed in front of in their younger days and the 
places that I have been told about. Apart from the Reformed Church 
that was still standing right in the centre of town and my limited 
memory of the street configuration, places such as the corner pub and 
the disco were gone. 
 
The most recent and successful attempt at establishing the town of 
Debeljača was in the late eighteenth-century.96 The Reformed Church 
stands as the tallest structure in the centre of town and can be seen 
from a good distance away with its white walls and copper clad bell 
tower. The names of the founding families are carved into the stone on 
the inside of the church and amongst them I found my own – Máté, 
which somehow gave me a sense of connection. 
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The town seemed deserted. Every other house was for sale and many 
were in disrepair. Brand-new two-story contemporary designed houses 
looked as though they were not occupied and not maintained. My 
cousin explained that there was no work in the town or the surrounds. 
This has forced a lot of the youth to go further away to countries such 
as Germany or Switzerland in order to make a living. The town’s once 
flourishing shoe factory, since closed down, has led to a lack of industry 
to feed the local economy. 
 
There were no relatives flocking to see the daughter of a beloved fellow 
townsman. Small town dynamics suggests that it was widely known 
that I would be there, months before I arrived. This was not like when 
I was there with my parents so many years before. There was no 
recognition, no validation that the town was a part of me, that I was a 
part of the town. Is this what I was looking for, the confirmation that I 
belonged in some obscure way to the history, people and life of this 
place? Perhaps, but as is true of my earlier paintings, this trip was a 
searching for connection through the past, through memories and 
other’s experiences. I was looking for traces of my earlier experience, 
traces of family stories through people, through familiar places –  
instead I found emptiness and melancholy. 
 
Romania 
A fair amount of anxiety filled me surrounding our trip to Nagybánya 
in Romania (Baia Mare in Romanian). I cannot speak Romanian and I 
had never been to this country. The plan was to take a bus from Serbia 
to Nagybánya but due to some confusion and delays the train became 
the only option – something I was hoping to avoid after reading some 
travellers reviews regarding European trains. People all around were 
speaking languages I did not recognise – except for the boisterous 
group sitting in the adjacent group of seats. Four mother/grandmother 
figures chattering away in Hungarian suddenly melted away my 
   
 
 
anxiety. Here was the unheimlich at play. I was in an unfamiliar country 
hearing familiar language spoken by familiar yet unfamiliar looking 
individuals. I could have been easily lulled into a false sense of security. 
 
My hopes of viewing some of the art of the region were shattered when 
I realised the galleries were closed on the one day we were there – 
Monday.  Specifically I wanted to research the Nagybánya artists’ 
colonies and art schools founded in the mid-1880s.97 These were 
instrumental in bringing Hungary and its art into the Avant-Garde and 
the contemporary art scene.98 This region known as Transylvania 
belonged to Hungary before the Treaty of Trianon which stripped 
Hungary of almost two-thirds of its original territory.99 The street 
signage, I noticed, still displayed the Hungarian names alongside the 
Romanian. 
 
After discovering Colonia Pictorilor, the key museum for information 
regarding the artist colonies was under reconstruction, some 
redirection was needed over breakfast. The nearby antique bookshop, 
I thought, might have information about the artists colonies. 
Fortuitously, I could communicate in Hungarian with the gentleman in 
the shop. He advised a visit to the National Gallery – which would only 
be possible the next day. After explaining the time constraints, he 
unhesitatingly organised a private tour. I was grateful and deeply 
moved at his kindness and for the rest of the day I felt as though I was 
living another reality. 
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The works were arranged in chronological order from the earliest 
colony to more contemporary work that also included sculptural 
works. Each one was breathtaking, and I wondered how I could get the 
exhibition to travel to Australia. The curator was gracious and 
generous, full of information about the history of art in the region. The 
works were inspiring to say the least, and I was reminded of why I was 
drawn to painting, to become a painter. In a strange way it was here 
that I felt a connection to my heritage. The connection through the 
common ground of painters with a Hungarian ethnicity. Somehow the 
gap only now presenting itself, between the diasporic practice of 
Western painting that I am embedded in, and the historical and 




Hungary and its history are the stories my dad filled my head with 
when I was a child. He learned the history through school, even though 
it was not approved curriculum under the Communist Regime.100 
Through his stories Hungary was presented to me as a country full of 
mystery and I felt I was a part of it, I felt I belonged to that mystery. 
 
In four short days, I wanted to soak up the lively culture that I imagined 
Hungary to possess, to be immersed in the colour that in my mind it is 
saturated by. Hungarian Gypsy music is one of these cultural elements 
that would (partly at least) satisfy my desire. 
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The sound filled the air and drew me to the source. It was a band 
playing at a restaurant. The lead violinist approached offering a CD 
and to play a request. It had to be my favourite Hungarian ballad 
Akácos Út (Acacia Road) – a song that my dad used to sing. From the 
first note I was surprised by the flood of grief in me, as all I could hear 
in my mind was his voice. Even though I am drawn to Hungarian folk 
motifs, handiwork and art, music plays a significant part in my 
connecting to my cultural heritage. As he continued to play, I 
remembered and found myself yearning to dance as I had done in the 
Hungarian folk dance group. This along with hearing the Hungarian 
language spoken in every space, around every corner made me feel like 
I was a part of the whole scene, even if it is in some obscure way. At 
the same time, I was aware of the difference between being a tourist 
and resident. Even when through regular use, my command of the 
Hungarian language was a lot stronger, I feel I would need a lot of time 




Visiting the place of my birth, Vienna, would see a longstanding desire 
fulfilled. It is through the stories my dad told, together with 
photographs of our family at Schloss Schönbrunn, that I have had an 
obscure connection to Vienna. 
 
‘You were born here? Then you speak German?’ the lady at the café 
concluded, after enquiring why we were in Austria. 
 
It was a strange idea to me that being born in Vienna meant I should 
speak German. The notion had never been a reality to me more than 
in this moment of personal application. I was brought up speaking the 
language of a country I have never lived in and, as such, so were my 






language of their country of residence.101 Vienna is my birthplace, yet 
I do not hold citizenship to Austria any longer.102 If as Agamben says, 
nation – nativity denotes birth-place, it is the only connection I can 
make to Vienna, I do not consider it my nationality.103 Nationality is, it 
seems, still separate from culture and language. Perhaps, as Benedict 
Anderson has observed, culture is also a construct104 – something that 
we humans have collectively determined for particular groups of 
people such as diasporas. And certainly, my experience growing up in 
the Hungarian diaspora could be seen as a series of constructions or 
re-mediations – where, perhaps on the previous generations part, 
mediations were employed to imbue meaning into new places/spaces 
through language and cultural practices. 
 
Schloss Schönbrunn, the hospital where I was born and the apartment 
we lived in, were three places I wanted to see. Visiting the apartment 
was unfortunately unattainable – I just could not recall the address 
even though my dad had told me numerous times.  
 
Schönbrunn, a popular tourist destination did not prove difficult to 
find. It had not changed from the photographs in my family archives. 
Sculpture after sculpture lined either side of the acreage of pathway 
leading up to the Gloriette on the top of the hill. I re-photographed the 
exact position that is depicted in family archival photographs – the first 
location I searched for and found since we arrived in Europe. 
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On a subconscious level I had hoped the return to Europe would 
provide a resonance or a deep spiritual connection with something in 
the spaces and places that I had been told about through family 
stories. The hospital I was born in was the only place that I can say I 
felt a semblance of this. Standing in front of the glass door of the 
labour wing I allowed my mind to entertain the idea that this place was 
where I breathed my first, the place my voice was heard for the first 
time. There were no signs with my name on it, there were no physical 
indicators of such and nor did the staff recognise me and run to greet 
me and welcome me back home, but somehow in my imagination I was 
transported back while simultaneously standing in the present – the 
two events collided – where the familiar and unfamiliar became a real 
experience. 
 
On the way to my first European trip as an adult, I was more than aware of the 
differences in culture and possible difficulties that I could encounter. Over the last 
twenty or so years I feel I have somewhat successfully detached from both the physical 
and mental pressure of what it means to live in community with a strongly European 
mindset, even though my experience growing up in it is still very much a part of my 
memory bank. In a lot of ways my Hungarian culture is very similar to that of Greek 
culture depicted in the movie My Big Fat Greek Wedding,105 with expectations for 
example, of marrying within our culture. This is further revealed in an Australian 
context in the documentary The Migrant Experience – where interviewees described 
their experience of bringing what was deemed strange food to school106 – strange that 
is, to the Australian children. My garlic and spice infused salami sandwiches always 
attracted the wrong type of attention at lunchtimes. But in going back to some of the 
places I was surprised by some of my reactions in certain situations. For example, the 
                                               
 
 
105 My Big Fat Greek Wedding, 2002. Movie. Directed by Zwick, J. 
106 The Migrant Experience, 1985. Streaming video file. Directed by Lewin, B. M., K. Kanopy: 






expectation of having a daily meal with my aunt in Serbia no matter what my plans 
may have been otherwise, left me feeling frustrated and trapped. 
 
My experiences in Europe have become significant events that have in-turn affected 
the direction and outcomes of this research project. Seven different cities were visited 
in four different countries over the course of one month – each country being important 
to my ethnic/cultural heritage. Galleries were also on the agenda to further my artistic 
research interests.  
 
This project as an ongoing process of recovery and reconciliation seeks to connect with 
a lost heritage through the interaction of my experiences with the cultural practices of 
the Hungarian diaspora. In this way the process tests my relationship to memory both 
direct and transferred while at the same time interrogates my belongingness in my 
adopted country. The process of art making from the search for punctum through 
family archives to the completed artefact, as a way to facilitate a sense of home and 
belonging, is in a way an act of the unheimlich – as are the artefacts in themselves 
unheimlich. Unheimlich since the process of art-making is constantly in a state of 
defamiliarisation, where the real-world referent becomes, in the artwork, a 
representation – the referent is defamiliarised or made unfamiliar, resulting in a new 
referent (the artwork) that in itself embodies the familiar and unfamiliar. 
 
This search for belongingness as a child of the diaspora though, may never actually be 
realised. Firstly, because the nostalgia experienced is a second-hand nostalgia. 
Yearning for something never directly experienced as a loss is a fractured nostalgia, 
and as perhaps is shown in the artefacts, a deeper sense of questioning results rather 
than resolution – searching for the punctum and finding unheimlich. This is the 
enigmatic state of artworks.  They remind but do not answer. They are symbolic of, 
yet they are not the actual thing represented – they are the manifest evidence of the 
process of Making Sacred. 
 
In this way the state of unheimlich for the diasporic and the child of the diasporic is 
perhaps a perpetual one. Maybe it is something that can never be found because it is 
   
 
 
forever illusive, or it simply does not exist?  Harry in the film Tudawali107 after 
expressing his disgust for the country of Australia says: 
 
 ‘Yeah but I don’t feel at home here 
 wish I did 
 you…… 
 your people you’ve got….. 
 got something 
 something we’ve lost….. 
  if we ever had it 
 It’s…. 
 You feel at home here 
 You’re comfortable 
 You’ve got a….. 
 A spirituality that’s closer to the land 
 And a centre inside you 
  a stillness 
 I envy your people 
 I envy you’ 
 
Tudawali looks at him and responds; 
 ‘That’s a heap o’ shit Harry.’ and laughs.108 
 
Perhaps, like Harry as non-Indigenous Australians, we are all looking for something 
that actually does not exist. Perhaps it is the psychology of leaving behind fond 
memories, good times, the childhood home (as Bachelard has described109) and 
arriving at a new place that does not and can never match that experience (nostalgia), 
                                               
 
 
107 Tudawali tells the story of Robert Tudawali the first Indigenous actor in Australia. Harry, a non-
Indigenous person, is a journalist who becomes a good friend to Robert. As the film is directed and 
written by non-Indigenous people, I am using this film as an example of a sense of belonging or 
spiritual connection to land, that is perhaps a non-Indigenous sentiment. 
108 Year of production: 1988. Tudawali, Umbrella Entertainment. Location time 46:35 – 47:42. 
109 The ideas of Bachelard in The Poetics of Space as the ideal childhood home being the centre of 
everything that is good in life and the world. Where imagination and creativity were nurtured, 






that causes a deep-felt desire to rise in us. Made more complex in the experience of 
the diasporic child, this could be what keeps some from setting down deep roots and 
truly belonging. Imaginably it is that sublime connection of the present but 
unpresentable, sometimes tangible yet unreachable place between our memories, 
desires and experience that leaves us hanging in the space of displacement and 
placelessness. Being there, in the moment, but never really belonging to it, fragmented 
and fractured. 
 
Multiculturalism, the constant flow of migrants from various countries into Australia 
along with our own (even if historical) migrant status, creates more facets to the 
fragmentation of a person’s cultural identity and personal experiences. Adding to this 
the effects of Globalization, the ease of travel, and the digital network in our 
contemporary world, we all exist in this country amongst the layers of meanings and 
differences that in turn affect our own cultural practices and experiences in the world. 
In this way we each become a conglomeration or a collection of fragments of many 
cultures and ethnic influences. The idea of attaining a pure culture, if there is any such 
thing, reveals itself as an elusive and futile quest. As Bauman writes, our identities 
become ‘[…] a collection of snapshots, each having to conjure up, carry and express 
its own meaning, more often than not without reference to other snapshots.’110 Perhaps, 
as Papastergiadis suggests, this constant reconfiguring of our identities and sense of 
belonging is the purest form of culture that we will experience.111 The fragmented state 
is perhaps as Bauman suggests, a condition of our liquid modernity, ‘One can even 
begin to feel everywhere […] ‘at home’ – but the price to be paid is to accept that 
nowhere will one be fully and truly at home.’112 This, Bauman says, is the outworking 
of Globalisation – ‘Nowadays we are always on the move,’113 he says. But this is not 
necessarily confined to physical movement. This is movement through the internet, 
                                               
 
 
110 Bauman, Z. 2013. Postmodernity and its Discontents. [electronic resource], Hoboken : Wiley, 
2013. p24-25 
111 Papastergiadis, N. 1998. Dialogues in the diasporas : essays and conversations on cultural 
identity, London ; New York New York, Rivers Oram Press ; Distributed in the USA by New York 
University Press. pxi 
112 Bauman, Z. & Vecchi, B. 2004. Identity : conversations with Benedetto Vecchi. Themes for the 
21st century. Cambridge, UK ; Malden, MA : Polity Press, 2004. p14 
113 Bauman, Z. 1998. Globalization: The Human Consequences (Themes for the 21st Century), 
Cambridge, UK, Polity Press Kindle Edition. p77 
   
 
 
where we engage with information from across the globe, it is watching television – 
in short it is engaging with digital technologies.114 When we do this (even in our 
physical home) we are projecting our consciousness out of the physical space we 
occupy. We create unheimlich connections with other places and spaces and therefore 
can feel affinity or ‘at home’ as Bauman puts it. Perhaps this is the place/space of home 
and belonging of our globalised world? 
 
If the globalised world is where we fully belong and are at home, it is a fragmented 
belonging because it does not fit into any perceived set of culture/community norms. 
Imaginably in this way, the individual is the embodiment of the sense of home apart 
from any physical space or place. The individual becomes the vessel within which 
cultural practices are imported and exported. In this way cultural practices of the 
diaspora are, like the individual, able to be transported from one place to another. This 
of course includes the transportation of the practice of painting in the Western 
tradition. 
 
My identity was formed partly from indirect experiences. Stories of my parents’ lives 
and experiences, their stories of things they had learned about the history of our 
cultural and ethnic background and their stories of home and the homeland. As a child 
of the diaspora, the result of this collection of memory, stories and direct experiences, 
is a fragmentation of identity – belonging to many cultural groups yet never fully to 
any. Bauman describes this idea from the perspective of his direct personal experience 
as an exile, ‘[…] there was no place where I could be seen as fitting in, as they say, 
one hundred per cent.’115 In a similar way, there seems to be no one place that I belong. 
 
My recent trip back to Europe, my place of birth and the origin of my cultural heritage 
has caused the question to rise in my mind – does this sense exist, is there truly an at 
home feeling, and therefore belonging, anywhere in the world? Bauman in his book 
Identity, says: 
 




115 Bauman, Z. & Vecchi, B. 2004. Identity : conversations with Benedetto Vecchi. Themes for the 






‘The idea of ‘identity’, and a ‘national identity’ in particular, did not gestate 
and incubate in human experience ‘naturally’, […] The idea of ‘identity’ was 
born out of the crisis of belonging…’ [emphasis in the original].116 
 
If identity is connected to notions of origin and home and it is another example of a 
social construct, then the question arises, what am I actually searching for? I wanted 
to see and be in the spaces and places featured in family stories, but was being there 
going to facilitate this sense? Or like Harry, would I find myself suddenly in the face 
of a dead end or the unheimlich? 
 
I left Australia questioning whether or not a direct experience would facilitate this 
sense of belonging for me. I was going back to be with my family again, to experience 
the hometown of my parents and the place of my birth, in order to see if there was 
somewhere in my subconscious, a resonating familiarity with any of these places. 
Instead, returning to Europe revealed a profound sense of fracture. As sights, 
experiences and relationships oscillated between the familiar and unfamiliar, a strong 
sense of disconnectedness began to develop. 
 
fractured melancholy 
Identities that are formed by a collection of many cultures and ethnic influences can 
be described as a state of fragmentation – where various separate parts together form 
one whole. However, upon returning from Europe the word fracture seems a better fit 
– both terms describe a collection of a number of parts, but fracture carries with it the 
sense that wholeness existed at some point. Fracture is the end result of my passage 
between the familiar and the unfamiliar. The deeper I thought about the idea of Europe 
as home, the more I realised that I could not settle to live in any of these places because 
I did not belong to or in any of these places. I did not have the depth of experience and 
wealth of ancestral storytelling from one generation to another to ride upon. The stories 
my dad told me could stand in for part of this, but his passing has made these more 
distant from me. He called me his Bécsi Dáma (Vienna princess) and I longed to share 
with him the experience of the Dáma returning. I questioned the purpose of re-visiting, 
                                               
 
 
116 Ibid. p20 
   
 
 
since I had no way of connecting the transferred memories with my new experience. 
After my trip to Europe I have a sense that there is no place that I belong. When I think 
of all the parts that make up me – birthplace, ethnic/cultural/national identity and 
diasporic experience – I become more and more aware of an identity splintering. 
 
Fractured Melancholy is a way to describe this state or sense I find myself in – the 
fractured state of longing for something never experienced or lived. It is only after 
returning from Europe that I have realised I was looking for evidence of the lived 
experiences and memories of my parents – perhaps to own them for myself, or as I 
stated earlier, a means to validate my existence. It was only upon returning and starting 
on a new set of works that I have realised, the cultural framework I have developed in 
has been almost fully mediated by family stories and archives. The sense of a 
melancholic fracture has developed with the realisation that my experience of 
Hungarian culture, and my family heritage, has been through the medium of family 
archival material including staged cultural practices. 
 
Fractured because there is a sense of broken connections and melancholy – because, 
as Freud suggests, there is a sense of the loss of something, yet what the something is, 
is not really known or understood.117 Even in mixing my ever-present memories with 
the direct experience of returning to Europe there is still no synthesis – instead it has 
identified and highlighted a fractured sense of belonging that was cultivated through 
mediated experiences. Experiencing photographs with memories of stories enclosed is 
one thing, but the direct experience has defamiliarised the memories and stories for 
me. This is both demonstrative of the unheimlich and a fractured melancholy – when 
familiarity is the realisation that it is simply a representation of something that has 
never existed for me. 
 
Earlier paintings produced out of this research have been mainly from photographs I 
have found in family archival material. The Europe trip has brought with it many more 
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to add to this collection with the distinction that these are my direct memories, direct 
experiences. I tried to find the places that are depicted in the old photographs, some 
seemed frozen in time as they were unchanged from the photographs (Schloss 
Schönbrunn), some were there but changed (my grandparents’ homes), others did not 
exist anymore (the building my dad was photographed in front of, Laci Pista 118, see 
p85). 
 
But how could finding these spaces and places ever help to give me this sense of home 
and belonging I was searching for. After all, they are again reduced to representations 
through objects, photographs and film. These will also one day, together with memory, 
become points of nostalgia – a nostalgia for something that never existed and never 
can, a fractured nostalgia. Again, I find myself in the realm of the unheimlich – the 
transferred memories seem real, or to be connected with direct memory, but in actual 
direct experience, such as in returning to Europe to find these connections, the 
nostalgia finds no resting place – no sense of rootedness, instead, once again, only 
alienation and unfamiliarity. 
 
This in turn creates the fractured melancholy – a fractured sense of sadness and regret 
because the experience is founded in the ethereal and intangible through family 
archival material, rather than actual direct experiences. 
 
As I travelled through the different countries on a cloud of euphoria, I realised how 
much I desired to simply sit and paint in the atmosphere of each place we visited and 
thought about how it would be to live in each place. Perhaps it is through practice that 
I can gain a sense of home and belonging – in my contemporary art practice, through 
the process of making sacred. My questioning had led me back to my original inquiry 
– how might my contemporary art practice enable a sense of home and belonging? 
 
Through my contemporary art practice, the unheimlich and fractured melancholy were 
revealed as mediated experiences. Even though my practice clearly fits into the 
concepts of mediation and re-mediation, as I will show, this was not clear in the context 
of my diasporic experience. In the next chapter I outline this process and discuss the 
body of work in the context of mediation and re-mediation and how this has extended 
to my diasporic identity. 
































































































                                               
 
 
118 Djuric, V. 2017. Protection Demanded for Serb War Victims’ Memorial [Online]. online: 
BalkanInsight. Available: http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/protection-demanded-for-serb-
war-victims-memorial-05-04-2017 [Accessed 25 Oct 2018]. 








































Anyu & me #516 
oil on canvas 
18”x20” 
Dedo & me #416 














Szüli Apó & me #317 




Laci & me #1016 






















































Punctum exhibition February 2018, Deakin University, continued 
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Punctum exhibition February 2018, Deakin University, continued 
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Eszter M #116 




















































The Red Dress #1216 
mixed media 
approx. 30cmx30cmx30cm  
 
cushion cover #917 
found objects, mixed media 
approx. 45cmx30cmx25cm 
 
cushion cover #817 
found objects, mixed media 
approx. 45cmx30cmx25cm 
 
cushion cover #1017 
found objects, mixed media 
approx. 45cmx30cmx25cm 
 
cushion cover #717 
found objects, mixed media 
approx. 45cmx30cmx25cm 
 



































Missing exhibition 2018, The Project Space, Deakin University Waterfront 
campus, Geelong. 
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missing #818a 
oil on timber panel 
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Bözse nénye mum #918 


























































Missing exhibition 2018, The Project Space, Deakin University Waterfront 
campus, Geelong, continued. 
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Missing exhibition 2018, The Project Space, Deakin University Waterfront 
campus, Geelong, continued. 
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Missing exhibition 2018, The Project Space, Deakin University Waterfront 
campus, Geelong, continued. 
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Chapter 4 – Fractured Practice 
 
What any true painting touches is an absence -an absence of which, without the 
painting, we might be unware. And that would be a loss. 
John Berger119 
 
My work seeks to connect to an absence – that seemingly elusive punctum experience 
that sometimes manifests as unheimlich – familiar and at the same time, unfamiliar. 
With a combination of traditional painting methods (i.e. imprimatura, tonal realism) 
and contemporary tools that are themselves outdated (i.e. over-head projector), I have 
created figurative artworks that are embedded in the tradition of Western painting. 
 
In this chapter I discuss the development of the practical component of this project. 
Firstly, I offer the reader a brief insight into the methods employed in the studio. These 
have necessarily developed and informed the theoretical components of this project. 
The methods section is divided into four parts – painting, photography, objects, and 
video. In each, I outline details on processes I have adopted throughout this project – 
this provides a backdrop to the methodology section of this chapter. 
 
The subsequent methodology section has been divided into three sub-headings. The 
first two reflect clear phases of this project - that of the time before the Europe trip, 
roots-to-roots, and the time after, returning-from-roots. This demonstrates the 
practical component as the foreground of this project, having informed and revealed 
the concept of the diasporic identity as a highly mediated experience. This idea of 
mediation and remediation is discussed in the context of this body of work in the final 
sub-heading entitled fractured practice. 
 
My foundational training in painting is in the tradition of Max Meldrum’s Tonal 
Realism. My teacher Rosemary Todman-Parrant is a second-generation student of the 
                                               
 
 
119 Berger, J. 2001. The Shape of a Pocket. 50 Bedford Square, London WC1B3DP: Bloomsbury 
Publishing Plc (Kindle Book). Retrieved from http://www.amazon.com.au p32 
   
 
 
Meldrum line through John Balmain, 1923-2000.120 As a result, figurative painting 
attracts my interest when visiting galleries. My long-standing admiration for 
Rembrandt’s works has extended to that of Rick Amor and Louise Hearman, amongst 
others. 
 
Amor taps into the unheimlich in his depiction of familiar looking buildings, rendering 
them suddenly unfamiliar through his exploitation of perspective, limited and subdued 
colour palette and his use of chiaroscuro – together evoking a sense of uneasiness.121 
Hearman’s paintings carry with them a sense of mystery and placelessness – with 
severed heads appearing out of skies or tree tops.122 The porcelain colours Hearman 
uses for the skin tones suggests a delicateness in the figures which is re-emphasised in 
the choice of ground for her paintings – the smooth side of Masonite board. There is 
no evidence of a primer such as gesso – if there is primer it is invisible suggesting it 
has been omitted and Hearman paints directly on the smooth surface. Even if there is 
a primer, I imagine oil paints would not adhere too readily to this surface, possibly 
making them fragile and easily scraped off. This quality can be seen to represent the 
fluid and precarious nature of memory and this is where I see a connection with my 
own work. 
 
Along with these Australian artists, working in the figurative tradition I see 
connections between my work and some of the works of Christian Boltanski, Gerhard 
Richter and Luc Tuymans. As I have mentioned, Imants Tillers (painter) relates to my 
practice in that he works with issues of identity and displacement. Tillers along with 
Gordon Bennett, as an example of an artist internally displaced, have operated more 
as prompts for subsequent considerations, including questions of home and belonging. 
 
                                               
 
 
120 John Balmain (1923-2000) was a student of Max Meldrum and later tutored in painting at 
McClelland Gallery in Langwarrin. 
Germaine, M. 1990. Artists & galleries of Australia, Roseville, N.S.W. : Craftsman House, c1990. 
Updated and enl. 3rd ed. p 28 
121 Amor’s painting The empty environs, 2002, oil on canvas, is one such example and can be found 
on his website http://www.rickamor.com.au/paintings-post-1989.html [Accessed 18/08/2018] 
122 Hearman’s painting Untitled 1303, 2009, oil on Masonite, is one example and can be found on the 







Even though my interests are strongly based in the realist/figurative tradition of 
painting the works I have developed in this research have evolved to include more than 
this. The experimentation phase includes works that extend my practice into a multi-
disciplinary approach. These techniques have included printmaking, stone carving and 
other three-dimensional objects, hand-made embroidery and dress-making/pattern 
drafting and drawing. This approach I have found invaluable to further my skills as a 
painter and to also stimulate conceptual thinking processes. The experimentation from 
the early phases of this research are tangible examples of inquiry through this multi-
disciplinary studio approach. These pieces range from print-making techniques of 
embossing Hungarian motifs and maps combined with landscape painting, to using 
found photographs as props for drawing/painting/sculpture and making paintings 
directly from family archival photographs. Each approach pointed to my 
questioning/testing of ideas of home and belonging and each approach could warrant 
further investigation at some point. 
 
From the body of work created for this project, three main exhibitions have been 
presented. Two, punctum (see pp87-93) and missing (see pp99-105) were shown in 
early 2018, whilst the third, Making Sacred: Objects of Diaspora, incorporates these 




In addition to these three groups of works, a number of small, three-dimensional pieces 
have also emerged from this project. Each group has developed from a self-reflexive 
response to particular experiences that warranted further studio exploration – delving 
into family archival materials, my direct experiences as a child of diaspora, the sudden 
passing of my dad and my recent trip to Europe. 
 
The imagery and resulting artworks that form the studio component of this project 
were sourced from photographic and film materials. However, this project is not about 
the relationship between photography/film and painting as they are not a major focus 
of my methods. Rather, similar to Luc Tuymans, photographs (found/self-generated), 
   
 
 
film stills and other various cultural objects, are tools in my own toolbox123 – along 
with direct and transferred memory, family stories and cultural/ethnic and diasporic 
histories. 
 
In the creation of this body of work I have employed particular techniques: painting, 
manipulation of photographs, sugar-starch stiffening and manipulation of video 
imagery. For the sake of clarity, I have divided this section into key components that 
inform my practice and this body of work – painting, photograph, object and video. 
This sets a foundation for discussing the completed works in the methodology section. 
 
painting 
My practice focuses mainly on painting, but the processes that lead me to paint a 
particular thing, differ. My techniques to create work involve reference material 
ranging from photographs, to objects and video footage – all of these undergo a 
mediation process that leads to the final painting. These final works at some point, gain 
a life apart from the original reference material. 
 
For most of my paintings over the last ten years or so, I have taken to the practice of 
toning my canvases before mapping out the image in a lean quality of oil paint. The 
Art Spectrum brand of paints create a transparent yellow called Australian Red Gold, 
and it is my choice for both the beginning and final touches (as a glaze) on a painting. 
The translucency of oil paints allows this yellow base to affect the overall appearance 
of the paintings. At the same time a hint of this yellow can be seen on the edges of the 
paintings where the masking tape used to protect them has lifted away – creating an 
effect for my work that indicates a process involving layering and also the passage of 
time. 
 
This body of work has also been prepared in this way although differing in small ways 
i.e. colour/monochrome choices and glazing medium recipe for specific results 
particular to each group of works. For the punctum works I focused on creating the 
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paintings as close to the original colourings from the photograph that I could achieve 
– some of these photographs were transformed into colour.  
 
In contrast, for the works that make up the exhibition missing, a grisaille palette was 
chosen regardless of whether the reference image was in colour or monochrome – 
purposeful to indicate a passage of time. Beginning with adjusting the sizing of the 
images via Photoshop, each piece was created with attention to the imprimatura 
technique of painting. Firstly, toning the panel (as described above), continuing with 
a layer of a raw sienna/burnt umber mix, images were then transferred via a charcoal 
rubbing. All the tones were mixed with an amount of medium that would keep the 
transparency and fluidity of the paint. Each piece as a final element in the process was 
then glazed with a thin layer of Van Dyke Brown. This unifies the works to make one 
giant whole made up of smaller parts – although each piece could also stand alone. 
Having worked quite thinly on the timber panels, the grain of the wood shows through 
the painting, adding another dimension to the work. Viewed from a particular angle 
the faces seem to be embedded into the surface of the timber, whilst simultaneously 
emerging from it. 
 
The technique of glazing has become an important part of my practice. It is another 
element in the layering process and for me the works do not feel complete without this 
final step. Glazing offers a transparent layer of colour to the surface of the work, 
through which underneath layers can become enhanced and/or deepened, or new mixes 
created by adding a contrasting colour. Together these qualities can suggest a depth to 
the works, which is intended to allow the viewer to be immersed into the space of the 
painting. At the same time glazing acts similarly to a varnish by sealing the work. 
 
photograph 
Photographs have operated as prompts for painting. Some of my early studio 
experimentation involved making paintings using photographic references sourced 
from family archival material. Transforming a found photograph into a painting is my 
response to an image firstly to understand my attraction, but more importantly its 
significance to questioning my sense of home and belonging. The paintings in this 
initial phase culminated into the exhibition punctum. Of the fifteen works created (see 
   
 
 
pp87-95 and The Red Dress 1216 p97) I selected eleven for the Deakin gallery, 
Burwood. 
 
As with most reference material I choose for painting, the photographs were 
transformed firstly through an editing and re-configuring process via Photoshop. Each 
photograph chosen was edited to either, fit a particular size or format for each 
individual piece or group of pieces, or as a response to the content of the photographs 
themselves. Objects and spaces are either moved, simplified or omitted to suit the 
desired focus of each image. 
 
The first of the family archive photographs that inspired a deeper engagement was the 
reference photograph used for Eszter M 116 (see p95). As I described in chapter two, 
the photograph printed in brown greys was taken in the photography studio in the town 
of my parent’s birth. The painterly qualities of the photograph intrigued my senses. 
The soft tones in her dress and the intricate yet uncomplicated embroidery design 
silently seemed to beckon translation into paint. Her outfit, stance and expression 
together portrayed and captured some aspects of her individuality. 
 
Subsequent photographs chosen, resulted as a group of five paintings in similar size 
and compositional format (see p87). Each of these was directly informed by the 
reference photograph for Eszter R 516, (see p87). This particular reference photograph 
reminded me of David Hockney’s painting Le Parc des Sources, Vichy (1970)124 in its 
composition and focal point. Hockney’s work depicts three chairs in a row, two filled 
one empty, arranged around the centre middle-ground of the picture plane. In my 
reference photograph the figures and chairs are positioned such, that a large negative 
space remains on the right-hand side of the picture plane. It was the strange seemingly 
empty spaces, the chair and the large negative space on one side, that sparked my 
interest to paint. 
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The Red Dress sculpture and the cushion cover pieces (see pp97) are a direct response 
to the cultural practice of stiffening objects such as crocheted ornaments, using sugar 
syrup. I learned about this technique when I was a child through various family 
members in the Hungarian diasporic community. 
 
The Red Dress piece was begun before my dad’s sudden passing and I continued 
working on it through the unpleasantness of funeral arrangements. On reflection and 
considering the timing, to others it probably seemed quite macabre. I wanted to 
replicate the dress depicted in a photograph of me as a baby, and previous studies in 
dress-making and pattern-drafting enabled me to create it myself. 
 
One thing to consider was the lengthy drying time of the starch solution meaning I 
needed a sturdy mould that could also be easily removed. After finding the ideal sized 
doll in my parent’s house I proceeded to create the piece. Following a week of drying, 
the piece was sprayed with varnish to ensure permanence. 
 
Following on from this, in reflecting on the connections between death and belonging 
I was led to the cushion cover pieces. Each piece is hand embroidered with authentic 
Hungarian motifs and were objects displayed in my home up until a few years ago. 
These pieces are directly inspired by photographs I took of my dad’s body on the day 
he died. Using plaster moulds I created, they were prepared in a similar way to The 
Red Dress, omitting the varnish. They are pieces in their own right whilst also perhaps 
objects to be utilised as props for future artworks. 
 
video 
Although not evident in these final works I have gone through a process of remediation 
inspired by a transplanted cultural practice I took part in as a child. These paintings 
are works that I have collectively entitled fracture. 
 
The final group of works are based on video still reference material. In 1982 the folk-
dance group of which I was a member, featured in a video tribute made to honour the 
Hungarian composer Zoltán Kodály. The video was produced and recorded in 
   
 
 
collaboration with members of the Bocskai Református Kollégium, a part of the 
Hungarian Reformed Church in Fitzroy that I attended as a child. 
 
Originally made in VHS technology the video was transformed into an editable file on 
my computer. Using video software, I manipulated time intervals. This enabled a 
choice of particular frames that were subsequently used as reference material. 
 
Up until this point most of my works for this project have been smaller than I have 
made in the past. This group of works, I felt for the sake of impact, needed to be made 
on a much larger format. This would also create a sense of transition from the earlier 
works. 
 
Projecting images onto the canvas is something that I have done intermittently with 
previous work and the chosen technique for these works. Using an overhead projector 
and printed transparencies I proceeded to map out the elements on the canvas in paint. 
This required me to work in the dark, which proved difficult once some paint had been 
applied. Some interesting effects were created through the combination of the 
projected image and the toned canvas – which would prove difficult to capture in the 
final paintings. 
 
Throughout these works I have tried to maintain a transparent quality to the surface by 
using the same technique as in the missing works. With a self-mixed medium, I kept a 
thin and flowing quality to the paint over the dark areas of the image to maintain its 
transparency and more sparingly in the lighter parts to retain its opacity and strong 




Three groups of works, in their various formats – punctum, missing and fracture – have 
come together at three key moments in this research. This methodology is divided into 
these three moments under the headings: roots-to-roots, returning-from-roots and 
fractured practice. This structure highlights the key role my trip to Europe has played 
in the trajectory of this project. Throughout the text I describe the role of punctum, 






these might also be thought of as key components of a painter’s practice. It is through 
this unfolding that I have come to realise the importance of the physical experience of 
space and place such as my trip to Europe. This component, even though it has left me 
with a stronger sense of the unheimlich, has revealed the significance of contemporary 
art practice as a means to create and reveal conjunctions to theoretical research. 
 
It is also here that I offer a nuanced view of painting as a slow medium. The works 
demonstrate the multiple entry points I have utilised throughout my practice in 
approaching the themes of home and belonging. At the same time, it is through a multi-
disciplinary studio approach and the methods that I adopt, that allows me to 
communicate in different ways – from photograph/video still/object to sculpture or 
painting.  
 
In this section I find the detail of my process to knit the ideas to the methods. The over-
arching methodology can be described, like many creative research projects, as 
practice-led research. A practice-led methodology, as Barbara Bolt says, involves a 
process of discovery and the gaining of knowledge through the materials and 
experimentation the artist employs.125 Broadly speaking this project fits the criteria for 
a practice-led methodology, but my work is unique in the way it picks up on a series 
of abstract terms. 
 
The process, beginning with punctum and arriving at fracture can be thought of as a 
full circle experience. In the time before Europe I was trying to find myself in the faces 
of relatives I hardly knew or never knew, and in my own face as a child. In a way I 
was trying to find my sense of home and belonging in the process, attempting to enter 
into the spaces through the making of paintings and objects – to enter into memory, to 
bring it to life and make it real and tangible. 
 
My processes leading to finished paintings or artworks in general all begin with the 
phenomenon that has been described by Roland Barthes as punctum: 
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[…] that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me).’126  
 
Punctum is a key part of my process – it is the prompt for me as an artist whether I am 
working with painting, photographs, objects or video. I found this experience in each 
of these photographs, video stills and objects that have undergone transformation and 
re-creation. There is not necessarily one thing that I can identify as a prompt, rather, it 
is a sense of a unification within me – in which the aesthetics of the photograph/video 
still/object, transferred memory, family story and artistic eye, all play a part. The 
artefact(s) I have produced, and the process of making has been an attempt to somehow 
reify and establish a sense of belonging to something – to create roots for myself. It is 
in the process of making paintings and objects that I gain an understanding of the 
material I am working with and the subject depicted. The initial punctum I respond to 
in a given reference, be it a photograph, film, or other such object, becomes enlivened 
in the painting process. In a way, the surface of a given reference in the process of 
peering, becomes enlivened and animated – it is these effects I look for to try to 
represent in an artwork. Through the creation of the painting my whole being becomes 
engaged as I physically embed punctum into the surface of the medium. 
 
root- to-roots 
As I have stated earlier, the beginnings of this project are marked by the works that 
culminated in the exhibition punctum. The impetus for presenting this exhibition was 
to provide a testing ground for considering possible configurations. At the same time, 
I wanted to collect anonymous viewer responses via a small feedback book. This I 
have found, is beneficial to my practice in that viewer perspectives can sometimes 
open up a rich dialogue not only for further reflection but also future projects. 
Throughout this project I have shown some of the works in both private and teaching 
contexts where they have elicited personal responses. Familiarity with scenes depicted 
recalled personal family archives for viewers and prompted stories of culture, heritage 
and experiences of migration. 
 
                                               
 
 






During the process of arranging the works in the exhibition space, I realised just how 
strongly they pointed to me. The smaller 20x24” and 18x24” paintings were lined up 
along one wall and suddenly I saw myself in each of them. This may seem a strange 
thing to notice at this stage, but perhaps it was the difference between the private space 
(my studio) and the public space that sparked this realisation. They looked as though 
they were a homage to me and suddenly, I felt exposed and uncomfortable. As a whole 
the eleven works seemed to declare their origin as found in old photographs – 
combined with my uneasiness they suddenly looked out of place. It is almost as if 
searching for myself in the past has transformed into a declaration of my existence in 
the present. 
 
As is customary, labels accompanied these works – displaying title, medium, size, 
along with the artist’s name and place of birth. It struck me that what the label 
suggested was that I am in fact Austrian. It is my place of birth, but this label did not 
reflect the fact that I have lived in Australia since I was eighteen months old. Further 
to this, the suggestion is that I am a migrant artist. I did not come to this country as an 
artist, rather Australia was part of shaping my identity as an artist. It was the schooling 
I received in Australia that helped do that. This label, although small, seemed to 
glaringly declare my immigrant artist status. It was through this exhibition that I was 
confronted with my own perceptions of my identity – somewhere deep in my 
subconscious I thought of myself as Australian albeit with a complex ethnic 
background. The paintings on the wall, seeming self-portraits, and the labels 
displaying my place of birth, both left me with a strong sense of contradiction. 
 
The Red Dress work extends on this idea of the artefact/object as a point of reference 
or connection between identity and place – like the paintings it is another form of 
object related to the experience of the child of diaspora. By making the dress from the 
photograph I am in a way making it sacred – giving it place as an object worthy of 
honour and respect. At the same time, I am also questioning my existence and 
relationship to the seemingly forgotten past. This process of making may aid an 
occasion to reconcile and connect with lost time and place, yet it can also reveal the 
dislocation of cultural practices as a diasporic subject and in the diasporic community 
– objects such as these (including the paintings), while creating and holding a 
particular meaning for me, probably will not hold the same meaning for the viewer, 
   
 
 
either individually or as a community. Yet they can hold unheimlich elements through 
the process of de-familiarisation accessed via familiarity, as explored earlier. Anne 
Zahalka’s The Immigrants #2 1983,127 as an example, shows a Greek family 
superimposed into Frederick McCubbin’s iconic work, The Pioneer 1904128 – but the 
family could be any European migrant family. Here the familiar suddenly becomes 
unfamiliar when at first the family looks as though they could be my family, but as the 
viewer I am confronted with the realisation that they are not. 
 
Each of these objects represent a container of memories through the pronounced 
absence of the figure. The cushion covers are seen as re-contextualisations of objects 
that perhaps served a particular purpose at some point in the past. Re-appropriated 
because they are adopted to new purposes – still containing an affiliation or reference 
to history, but now an art object presented in a gallery space – therefore gaining new 
meaning in this contemporary context. This however is not an attempt to venerate as a 
consecrated object would be, rather they are seen as re-contextualisations within the 
medium of visual language. In a similar fashion The Red Dress is more a re-
contextualisation since this particular object, even though based on something from 
the past, has never been used for any other purpose than what it was created for – as 
an art object. In recreating the piece, I am reanimating the essence of the object – 
bringing attention to it and asking others to take notice. 
 
These works then, are a representation of my sense of belongingness to my adopted 
country, that is still held in tension. I have created The Red Dress as a three-
dimensional piece devoid of the figure yet hopefully reminiscent of it. The figure is 
not available anymore as it was, just as the past is not – it has been transformed, 
remade, re-contextualised as an artefact that suggests, reveals and reanimates the past. 
In this way the absence of the body, becomes the embodiment of unheimlich. 
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The making of the all these objects is in a way the making of the punctum – the 
psychological connection to an image or memory made manifest. The unheimlich 
manifests in the resolved artwork as well as during the process of making – there is a 
questioning left through the quality of melancholy created in the artworks themselves. 
The artwork is not the thing itself, not the experience itself but rather a mediated 
version of a particular reference that enables the experience of unheimlich – where the 
initial experience of immediacy in viewing the work gives way to the realisation it is 
not reality – the familiar suddenly becoming unfamiliar. The large negative spaces 
with isolated figures set to one side, and the absence of the figure in the sculptures, all 
play into this idea of the unheimlich. In this way the punctum and the unheimlich work 
together in the artworks – the punctum is subjective and to make it manifest in tangible 
form makes it unheimlich. This idea of absence spilled over into the next set of works 
that emerged through this research. 
 
returning- from-roots 
The punctum paintings along with the three-dimensional pieces, are marked by this 
time before my fieldwork trip to Europe. It was in this experience that I was trying to 
connect with my lost heritage and the stories I have grown up with. On the trip I had 
taken over five thousand digital photographs along with some videos, and I returned 
with a profound sense of fracture. The trip to Europe being laced with unheimlich 
moments brought familiarity mixed with melancholy as I realised neither my home 
nor belonging would be found in these spaces. Even though I experienced familiarity 
through some transferred and direct memories finding their place in the spaces I 
visited, it was tainted with melancholy for the grief I was still experiencing from losing 
my dad. He was the main source of those transferred memories and not being able to 
share it with him made the experience more removed and unfamiliar. 
 
Some experiences have left a lasting impression on me and may prompt some future 
consideration, however, the only works directly inspired by the Europe trip are the 
series of works entitled missing. 
 
The paintings in this group of works were created as a direct response to two 
experiences whilst there; a painting at the Museum of Art Artistic Centre in Nagybánya 
   
 
 
Romania, and a political banner stretched outside of parliament house in Belgrade, 
Serbia. 
 
At the Museum of Art Artistic Centre in Nagybánya, I came across a portrait painted 
in monochromatic browns. It was done by Benczur, Gyula – a celebrated Hungarian 
artist from the late nineteenth early twentieth century.129 The transparent darks and 
opaque lights recalled Rembrandt’s works at the National Gallery of Victoria130 that I 
had long admired. This would directly inform the technique I would adopt for these 
works. 
 
It was only after returning from Europe that I connected this experience in Romania 
with that of the earlier experience in Belgrade. It was in Belgrade where I saw a 
political banner highlighting the conflict between Albanians and Serbians – depicting 
hundreds of photographs of people who were either deceased or missing (see p85). 
These photographs seemed familiar yet strange – they could have been one of the 
photographs found in my own family archives – the unheimlich familiar/unfamiliar 
faces were the punctum that prompted the missing series of portraits. 
 
With thirty portraits in total and six toned (blank) panels, these works were exhibited 
at The Project Space, Geelong, in July 2018. As another testing ground for possible 
configurations, the works were split into two rows of thirteen and twenty-three (see 
install view p107). The pieces were hung in random order, only making sure repeated 
subjects were not side by side. The blank panels were dispersed amongst the portraits 
allowing an element of visual quietness – at the same time re-emphasising the effect 
of the title, missing. 
 
                                               
 
 
129 Unfortunately the information about this painting is not available through my collected data or 
online. Benzur’s work can be found at 
2018c. Gyula Benczúr - Artworks [Online]. online: The Athenaeum. Available: https://www.the-
athenaeum.org/art/list.php?m=a&s=tu&aid=5118 [Accessed 27 Dec 2018]. 
130 I refer here to various portraits found in the National Gallery of Victoria’s collection. For examples 
see Rembrandt [Online]. online: National Gallery of Victoria. Available: 






This idea of a multitude of portraits as a group of works is certainly not an original 
one. David Hockney’s version in the 2016 exhibition David Hockney: Current, at the 
National Gallery of Victoria, displayed what seemed like an endless room of portraits 
of various significant individuals including family members.131 Christian Boltanski, in 
his work The Reserve of Dead Swiss 1990, as the title suggests, depicts dead Swiss 
people, images of which he collected from newspaper obituaries.132 Xu Wang’s 100 
Rightists,133 and in the same vein Self-portrait (interviewing Maoist victims),134 depict 
multiple faces set in a grid-like format. Gerhard Richter’s 48 Portraits, selected from 
encyclopedia’s, centre around a specific pose in combination with the prominence of 
each figure in their given fields.135 Wang’s are overtly political, Boltanski and Richter 
perhaps less obviously, whilst Hockney’s installed in the long narrow room seemed to 
hearken to the halls of castles lined with portraits of notables. 
 
Boltanski’s work, even though based in the medium of photography, nonetheless 
contain painterly qualities. Each image goes through a process from re-photography to 
deliberately poor-quality prints – degrading the image further. The end result are 
portraits that, even though recognisable as a human face, render the subject 
anonymous. In the case of these and the works in missing the subjects are anonymous 
to those that do not know the individuals depicted. 
 
All of these groups of works separated from their titles invoke a sense of importance 
– the importance of each individual in that they were worthy of depiction either in 
paint (Hockney, Wang and Richter) and photographic media each with their own 
spotlight (Boltanski). Even if we the viewers do not know who each of these people 
are, we are awakened to the fact that through the object of the artwork, they have 
                                               
 
 
131 2016. David Hockney: Current [Online]. Available: https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/exhibition/david-
hockney/ [Accessed 20 Aug 2018]. 
132 Scutt, T. 2014. Christian Boltanski the Reserve of Dead Swiss 1990 [Online]. Available: 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/boltanski-the-reserve-of-dead-swiss-t06605 [Accessed 20 Aug 
2018]. 
133 Snowdon, K. 2014. Australian artist Wang Xu’s self-protrait ‘I Do Not Forget’ commemorates 
Tiananmen Square massacre [Online]. Available: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-06-04/an-
australian-artists-self-portrait-commemorate-tiananmen-squar/5496402 [Accessed 20 Aug 2018]. 
134 2013. Archibald Prize 2013 [Online]. Art Gallery NSW. Available: 
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/prizes/archibald/2013/29391/ [Accessed 20 Aug 2018]. 
135 Carroll, C. 2013. Gerhard Richter 48 Portraits 1971–98 [Online]. Available: 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/richter-48-portraits-ar00025 [Accessed 10 Mar 2018]. 
   
 
 
become a focus of intense consideration. The works in missing operate in a similar 
way and this is what painting or the process of making an artwork does – it 
memorialises or makes sacred that which is depicted. The intermittent blank panels in 
missing, work to suggest there may be others omitted here (as in the political banner) 
– while at the same time act as pauses for points of contemplation for the viewer. Much 
like the luftpause or breath mark in music scores, or the stanza break in a poem – 
effectively they are a silent pause. This for the viewer perhaps, causes a deeper 
contemplation of the individual faces.  
 
Each of these individuals in missing are highly important to me – to my questioning 
of home and belonging. However, much like my experience with the banner in 
Belgrade (and perhaps for the artists mentioned here too) the missing works are born 
from a dissociated experience of the individuals I have chosen to paint. Developed 
through family stories and enhanced by family photographic archives, my connection 
with the subjects is similar to my connection to the faces on the banner. Some are 
characters portrayed in family stories, others, even though I have had direct 
relationships with them, I have not known them as they are depicted here. They are 
stories, they are photographs, they are paintings, they are history and my heritage – yet 
they are missing entities in the direct experience that is perhaps the essence of a sense 
of home and belonging. 
 
If, through punctum, I was searching for myself and the experience of the memory, the 
missing exhibition can be seen as a search for my dad in each face I chose to paint. At 
the same time the missing works correlated with the prompts for the three-dimensional 
objects, where, coinciding with my dad’s death, I was questioning the connection 
between loss/death and the sense of home and belonging. Hence, the next group of 
works fracture, could be seen as an attempt to regain the familiarity and connection 
that I did not get to touch in Europe. Perhaps it is an example of returning to familiarity 
after not finding place in the direct experience of Europe – returning to the safe place 
of something directly experienced. 
 
The fracture works represent a return to something familiar, my point of reference 
grounding my belonging. This was a direct experience that I could draw from since I 






my experience of culture and history albeit a diasporic one – perhaps the vehicle where 
new meanings could be made, new places could be grounded or made significant and 
no longer placeless, and that sense of home and belonging could be gained. But again, 
it is a place that is not a real place. It is not grounded in tangible form because the 
reference video material was made in a recording studio somewhere in Melbourne, 
with artificial lights and recorded sounds with people re-presenting songs, dance and 
poetry in a constructed space. The recording studio is a blank space ready for re-staged 
practices (in whatever form they may take) and is itself inside a colonised space, 
Australia. The paintings play into the ideas of transferred cultural practices being out 
of place or in no place – in that they are also representations of the Western cultural 
practice of painting. The figures in perpetual movement float in a non-place – or in the 
everyplace. Instead of becoming a solid referent to belongingness and identity, they 
have rendered belongingness as illusive. Through the representation of the subject 
matter in a non-descript space, the fluidity of the paint, the glazing technique that 




A group of dancers, all girls, hold hands criss-crossed and alternating in the centre 
of the circle they have formed. They huddle, leaning inwards, concealing their faces 
– they slowly move in a clock-wise direction rising and falling as one unit. Sitting in 
my studio after having returned from Europe, this is the picture I see in my 
imagination. It is drawn from direct memory, yet transformed and vague through 
the recalling of it. From the outside looking in, I see myself in this circle of girls – I 
am both subject and the objective onlooker. This image would become the painting 
fracture #3418 (see p109). 
 
It was in the final stage of this practice-led research project that the process of art-
making profoundly demonstrated itself as the vehicle to inform and direct theoretical 
concerns. Contemporary art practice is immersive and highly experiential as the artist 
gives oneself wholly to the task whilst simultaneously holding a self-reflexive mindset. 
From the outset, before, during and after returning-to-roots I have immersed myself 
in the experience – I have been the project itself. Ross Gibson describes this as 
   
 
 
‘plunge[ing] into an experience as immediately and intensively as possible’,136 and it 
was this that enabled me to reflect through my practice to inform the theoretical 
component of this project. 
 
The process I have undertaken in this research is akin to an autoethnography – I use 
‘[…] self-reflection and writing to explore […] personal experience in a research 
setting’137 and it is my method as an artist to gain understanding and knowledge. As 
Barbara Bolt points out, practice-led research is a ‘specific sort of knowing … that 
arises through handling of materials in practice.’138 Throughout this project my 
research time has necessarily oscillated between practice and theoretical concerns – 
both inform each other, but it is the curiosity and questioning in the practice that drives 
the research forward and it is through this approach that insights can be gained. 
 
It was in my practice that one insight revealed itself in the concept of remediation. The 
process I have adopted in the studio can be seen as a series of remediations. In their 
book Remediation: Understanding New Media, Bolter and Grusin suggest that all 
artforms are remediations in that all things have passed through particular media to 
achieve the end result139 – in the case of my painting practice, the artefact as object, as 
photograph, as video. My practice also involves a series of mediations – on the one 
hand I have appropriated painting techniques that have sparked curiosity or simply 
resonated with my aesthetic choices. On the other hand, I have used other art forms 
such as photographs, video, cultural practices and objects, as prompts for new works. 
These are the media that are transformed through to the remediations – the final work 
in the form of painting and objects. In my own work I am creating another punctum 
here – bringing attention to the medium through the message, as much as through the 
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New York : I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2007. p29 
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act of remediation – my paintings take media from different archives and reanimate 
the trapped image. 
 
In my practice I am using old media to explore new media effects. Painting as an old 
medium, has gone through many transformations throughout history – even when new 
media such as photography perhaps threatened its obsolescence, painting has persisted.  
Bolter and Grusin, suggest that the purpose of painting, along with all other forms of 
media, was: 
 
[…] to achieve immediacy by ignoring or denying the presence of the medium 
and the act of mediation.140 
 
Bolter and Grusin argue that all new media – anything that has come after for example, 
painting – is attempting to improve on its predecessors – to create an illusion that 
closely resembles physical reality in a work of art, by denying its references or 
mediations. In this way they suggest that painting has been made obsolete since there 
are new media technologies that create reality for the viewer in a much more 
convincing way.141 While this may have been true in the past, it is not true since 
movements from Realism through to Abstraction. Indeed, one aspect of Abstraction is 
drawing the attention of the viewer to the medium itself – the quality of the paint, and 
the painted surface. The fact is, painting has not been replaced, because it can provide 
something that other mediums cannot – it provides the direct experience through its 
properties of tactility and presence. Painting is made of the raw materials that connects 
us to the experience of the real world.142 
 
It was through the artistic process that remediation was also revealed as having played 
a strong part in my identity as a child of diaspora. Immediacy, in the experience of 
culture through the diaspora, seemed to have been achieved. In the context of my 
diasporic identity, cultural practices and family archival materials were in my mind, 
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reality. They were the object or vehicle to my identity formation, but as was revealed, 
these were also remediations in themselves. As I shall explain, through my practice, 
elements of my upbringing were revealed to me as constructs – and, as soon as I 
realised there was one construct, all others were highlighted in succession. It was again 
the experience of the unheimlich, where familiar aspects that contributed to my identity 
formation were suddenly unfamiliar and foreign – distanced from me as I questioned 
their reality and just how solid my identity is. 
 
Whilst painting fracture #3418 (see p109), I realised my project had come full circle 
– the formation of the dance group somehow represented the progress of this project. 
Like the dance, represented in this series of works, my practice, readings and thoughts 
stretched out to various places and distances from the centre (me), had suddenly come 
back together. It was through the creation of these paintings that I came to realise the 
strong role mediation, through the diaspora, has played in my experience of culture, 
ethnicity, heritage and memory. The experience of transferred memory, family 
archival material and diasporic cultural activities, are what shapes the identity of the 
child of diaspora. Family stories and diasporic cultural events were the means through 
which I formulated an understanding of what it meant to be Hungarian. 
 
This body of work, in a similar way, has undergone a multifaceted process of 
mediation – each piece, based on found imagery, has passed through a process before 
the resultant artworks. From the scanned family archival photograph to video stills as 
reference imagery, manipulation via digital software, to artworks, the resulting image 
is re-configured and transformed. In doing so it re-invents and re-presents memory, 
time and history. The image is re-mediated through many variables from the 
photograph/film, to the printed image, to canvas/board through painting – much like a 
memory that is translated, transported and transposed from one individual to another. 
Transferred memories become transfigured when passed down from one generation to 
another and through the technologies that enable them. Add the element of diasporic 
experiences and all that comes with that – nostalgia, exile, loss, abandonment, regret 








In a similar way to Tuymans, my works begin with my own cultural, national and 
migratory history.143 Unlike Tuymans, who spends the least amount of time with a 
painting144, my interest in the subject matter is fully vested – sometimes taking weeks 
or months to complete. Memory, Tuymans says, is inadequate because we cannot 
remember every nuance of an event or experience.145 It follows then, in the case of 
transferred memories, that this would be a far more pronounced inadequacy. But in 
spending time with an artwork that is necessarily slowed by the drying properties of 
oils, memory is actively being remade and reconfigured. 
 
Further to this, Tuymans says ‘by making it more physical [the painting], it [memory] 
becomes even more inadequate.’,146 since ‘… every memory is also incomplete.’147 
The works in this project are a response to memory both transferred and direct. 
However, these memories, whether direct or transferred, are transformed through the 
process of creation resulting in the completed works. I am depicted in some of the 
works and for some I have a memory of the actual event, but the perspective I have 
taken is necessarily a subjective one. It is transformed through my own ability to 
reproduce it and the fact that I, the painter, am now standing outside the image/video, 
looking in. 
 
Since this is the case with memory depiction, what then are the works seeking to 
represent? As Berger states, and Tuymans agrees, painting attempts to engage with an 
absence, with what is not there.148 In the case of this project, it does so with the referent 
of memory as an engagement with the past through the various media. Memory made 
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physical in this way is preserved through the paintings and brings the past into the 
present. The object becomes a marker for the memory and the past and a point of 
reference to re-enliven that past event or cultural practice. Kim Mahood, who grew up 
with Indigenous communities in Australia’s Northern Territory, in her book Craft for 
a Dry Lake describes the Indigenous practice of returning to sites ‘to reinvest them 
with the meanings and memories’.149 This again is the process of making sacred – 
these sites (memories) are re-invested with significance and have therefore been saved 
from placelessness through the object. In a way this is what this project seeks to do 
through a contemporary art practice – by returning to family archives and spaces and 
places that featured in family stories, I am re-imbuing them with significance and 
setting them aside in a place of importance – making them sacred through the space of 
the painted image. 
 
The physicality of memories in paint renders the mediated to that of immediacy150 – 
the presence of the work is reiterated in multiple sensory points. Its tactility, lustrous 
rich deep colours of oil paints and the scale of the works, all serve to engage firstly the 
artist’s (through process) then the viewer’s, senses. The act of painting, combined with 
the slow-drying properties of oils, forces me, as the artist, to slow down and 
contemplate – each step, features of the reference material, the individual depicted and 
the finished painting. In this way a layering and the passage of time is evoked – both 
through the process of creation and the subsequent viewing of the works. 
 
For the viewer this experience is a little different. The artwork represents the artist’s 
choice for intense attention, which alone elevates the artefact to the realm of 
significance. Added to this, the surface qualities can be explored in minute detail 
through the immediacy of the paint151 – it is an experience that has the potential to 
encompass the whole being of the viewer.  
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Each work can be seen as representative of the process this project has passed through. 
The punctum series of works stand in as the act of returning to the site of memory to 
reinvest them with meaning – to live/embody the memory. It could be described as an 
attempt to enliven my sense of identity to the reality of the past. The missing series of 
works shows the disconnect between familiarity and experience – the faces could be 
familiar to most or a lot of European descendants, as they can perhaps identify with 
the familiarity of poses, clothing, or the grisaille colour scheme and yet be jarred by 
the realisation of the stranger in each portrait. The fracture series of works stand in as 
metaphors for order, fracture and re-unification, while at the same time they represent 
the illusiveness of that sense of home and belonging in their apparent ambiguity of 
place. In these works, I was attempting to return to familiarity – the familiarity of the 
diasporic event, the familiarity of the restaging, pseudo, translated and time-warped 
culture. But the paintings have emerged as a heightened example of unfamiliarity as 
they seem to float in the non-space and are made sacred in the placelessness of the 
traditions diasporas attempt to keep alive. 
 
At the same time this body of work represents the present. They are new entities that 
even though embedded in the past, reinvest this past with importance and significance. 
Through the painting process and its end result – the past and its relationship to the 
present, together with the practice of painting itself – memory is reiterated and re-
enlivened. 
 
Painting forces the artist to work with an image over time which is in direct opposition 
to the proliferation of the digital image. By making paintings I am halting the fluid 
process of images becoming digital. The video stills are an example of this. The 
original analogue footage was converted into the digital and through the painting 
process, each split-second frame was transformed into hours, weeks and months. This 
is counter to our contemporary world of the continuous digital image – where each 
encounter only requires a blink of the eye. Painting requires a much longer engagement 
that leads to contemplation and reflection – involving the consciousness as well as the 
physical body for both artist and viewer. 
 
My practice draws on abstract ideas such as punctum and unheimlich and attempts to 
activate and reanimate these initial prompts in material form. These prompts fall into 
   
 
 
a process of remediation in each of the components that inform my practice – from 
photograph to painting, from paused video image to painting, from photograph to 
object – they are carried throughout the creation of each artefact and into its final 
output. 
 
Eventually, (and already) representations of these artefacts will also be subsumed into 
the digital field, but the actual artefact will remain. In the following conclusion I 
present my practice in contrast to the growing trend of viewing artworks online, not 
only for experience but also for purchase. I position my work relative to developing 
discussion surrounding the future of our society as a community, living life in the 
virtual field. Through authors such as the Italian Marxist theorist Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi 
and filmmaker/artist/writer Hito Steyerl – specifically their writing relating to the 
infinite present and the proliferation of images – I propose that research on home and 
belonging are important to our future as humans. 
 
Since the advent and advancement of digital technology, our contemporary Western 
society has been moving away from the experience of the physical world at an 
accelerated pace. Painting sits in strong contrast to this, as the process of creation and 
the subsequent viewing is experienced in the physical. In the following conclusion I 
include a brief explanation of the infinite present and the proliferation of images to 
further set the case for painting as a means by which to experience physicality – as a 












Fractured Sacred – Conclusion 
 
How will I ever pin down the reality of what happened to my parents? I came 
from the war; it is my true origin. But as with all our origins, I cannot grasp it. 




The violence done to the generations preceding, during and after the World Wars 
continued in subsequent generations in the form of a violence to consciousness. We 
live in the shadow of these things that directly affected our parents/grandparents – the 
outworking of which is a fractured nostalgia and a fractured melancholy. Generations 
since are straddled between this aftermath, manifesting in fractured 
nostalgia/melancholy, and that of the fast-moving digital age where identities are 
channelled and transformed through various platforms on the internet. Nostalgia and 
melancholy, as I have shown, are transformed from emotional states to underlying 
drivers of my contemporary art practice – they are the subconscious prompts that lead 
to the unheimlich experience. 
 
I have split this conclusion into three sections. Firstly I bring the reader back to my 
original question – how might a sense of home and belonging be found through a 
contemporary art practice and in material form? I present the practice of painting as 
essential and in contrast to our accelerated contemporary digital society. I see Franco 
‘Bifo’ Berardi and Hito Steyerl’s writings as relating to ideas of the infinite present 
and the proliferation of images – and it is within these ideas that I re-emphasise the 
practice of painting as essential to my research. 
 
Secondly, I briefly discuss the exhibition Making Sacred: Objects of Diaspora and 
present a critical overview as to the arrangement of the works. I then present this 
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project in the context of future research possibilities. Finally, and in closing, to keep 
with the structure of this exegesis I offer the reader one last anecdote. 
 
This project began with a sense of curiosity and questioning around who I am in this 
place and where I belong. For me the fundamental question was, where is home? – and 
I have used my contemporary art practice to explore this. However, this was not to 
arrive at any conclusive statement one way or another of where or how this might be 
found. The nature of creative research is that it is qualitative – the solid answer or 
conclusion to any question is the artefact itself, even if it leaves more questions in its 
wake. 
 
Through the progress of this document I have presented my investigations into where 
my sense of home and belonging might be found. I have considered my position as an 
immigrant and found my sense of belonging to be a perpetually unheimlich one. I have 
interrogated the place of transferred nostalgia and melancholy as deeply felt emotions, 
and also as prompts in my contemporary art practice. In the pursuit for a sense of home 
and belonging I have in the end, been left with the unheimlich again – familiarity 
turning to unfamiliarity when I realise, I cannot belong in any of the places of my 
heritage or my adopted country. My identity is tied to the past but cannot be reconciled 
because of the lack of direct experience. I belong to the Hungarian diaspora of 
Melbourne, that is in itself a fractured community. In a recent article, The politics of 
hope and disappointment, Petra Andits relays a disconnect between the Hungarian 
diaspora in Australia (and specifically Melbourne) and Hungary proper after the events 
of 1989 in Europe. In short, the emigráció, the ones that left Hungary during the Soviet 
occupation, were seen as deserters and unable to appreciate the struggle for freedom – 
therefore no longer considered a part of Hungary.153  
 
Together with this I have found my fractured belonging in Australia, is also wrought 
with insecurity and instability – since it is one that teeters on the edge of the decision 
of politicians. As a child of diaspora, this state of fracture may be the only state I can 
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ever experience – a series of unheimlich defamiliarisations based on the multiple facets 
pertaining to my European heritage and migrant status. As for Europe, I am 
disconnected by time, unfamiliarity and geography. Sentiment cannot ground my 
sense of home and belonging because it is rooted in the intangible. Even the search for 
home and belonging through objects such as family archival materials or the artefacts 
created for this project, can only be ephemeral – and perhaps only deeply meaningful 
on a personal level.  
 
Throughout this document I have referred to the time I spend in front of a canvas, or 
the act of art-making, with seemingly subtle and throw away comments. Painting my 
dad after he died, desiring to sit and paint in Europe, and losing time in the process of 
creating, all point to a belonging of sorts. It is when I paint or am immersed in some 
creative project that I feel the most at home. In the exhibition catalogue Documentary 
Realism: Painting in the Digital Age, the American painter Robert Priseman likens the 
‘labour intensive undertaking’ of painting with that of meditation.154 If we understand 
meditation as the practice of contemplation or intense focus, art-making then is the 
very act of making sacred. 
 
These works act as markers for me (and perhaps family) to remember – to keep 
memory alive by placing them in the realm of the sacred through the creative process. 
They visually communicate the idea of transferred memory – the experience of the 
child of a displaced, exiled and diasporic people. As I have demonstrated, when the 
experience is not derived from physical or direct experience, coupled with 
imagination, it seems as real in the lived body as any memory directly experience. This 
is the state of the unheimlich – simultaneously experiencing familiarity and 
unfamiliarity which then leads to uneasiness and dissatisfaction, giving way to a sense 
of emptiness. These artefacts will however, one day become archaeological objects 
and its significance and meaning will be transferred to subsequent generations. 
 
Why does it matter to know/grasp our origin? As though connecting physically with 
the place of origin somehow establishes belonging. I found my origin – the physical 
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place – but it did not give me that sense of belonging. Instead, in a strange way, it gave 
me a sense of validation – the place exists and therefore I am here. Perhaps as Eva 
Hoffman puts it, we need to find resonance with place as a subject, in order to pin it 
down, to give substance to our existence – thus giving us claim to a place? This process 
is further complicated by the fact that it is done in another’s place – in my case, the 
place of Australia, where Indigenous people have their own history, home and sense 
of belonging. 
 
Western society promotes the idea of individualism which moves us away from 
community, but at the same time we are systematically being funnelled through the 
homogenising machine of the internet and its various platforms. Society, as the 
political philosopher Nick Srnicek suggests, has shifted to functioning on digital 
platforms.155 Social media, capitalism and its ideals – buy more, have more, strive for 
things you want or for happiness – all serve to take away our sense that the past is 
important for the future. 
 
Bauman, in Retrotopia, says this generation is looking back through nostalgia, 
romanticising the past because we cannot imagine a future that is any better than the 
life that is available now – there is no hope held for a better future.156 The Italian 
Marxist theorist Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, posits a mass depression as the spirit of our 
times, due to the demands on our soul to ceaselessly interact in the public sphere.157 
The two writers appear to agree as nostalgia and depression are linked terms, but they 
differ in that Berardi says our society, instead of looking back, is too caught up in the 
‘infinity of the present’.158 Berardi suggests we have turned from actual reality to draw 
from the ‘infinite proliferation of images’,159 that tell us how to live and behave and 
what we need.160 Considering the many individuals I have spoken to over the time of 
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this project, I tend to agree with Berardi – most of these people never considered their 
past as significant to their identity. 
 
The all-encompassing homogenising effects of media is now accentuated more than 
ever through the internet. We are so focused on the infinite presence of our time – so 
vast we can be occupied for hours on end – we can, virtually, travel the world in the 
matter of a few hours.  But this type of engagement and encounter disconnects us from 
the physical experience of the actual places, and it disconnects us from community. 
The art critic, media theorist, and philosopher, Boris Groys contends that art and the 
practice of it is the answer to this disconnect. In a lecture given at a conference in 
Amsterdam, Groys describes life in the following way: 
 
To be alive means to be exposed to the gaze of the other. I argue that, that is the 
deep meaning of what Joseph Beuys said, that ‘everybody is an artist’. …that 
everybody’s existence, as existence, is to be exposed, and expose oneself to the 
gaze of the other. What actually the artist professionally does, so it’s a kind of 
unprofessional artistic activity – that is life.161 
 
Groys here is referring to the actual physical engagement of a human being in things 
that pertain to life – face-to-face interaction. In the words of Berardi: ‘We need more 
time, more affection, more solidarity. If we do not understand that, then war will 
become the only language between humans.’162 
 
Everything in our contemporary society seems to be happening en masse – mass 
migration, mass displacement, proliferated images, news, knowledge, truth, fact and 
scepticism. Perhaps this is due to the way this information is spread, unprecedented in 
history, via the digital sphere – mass internet, enabling globalisation and its ideas to 
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affect a large number of the earth’s population. We are bombarded with imagery and 
encouraged through new technologies with better, faster and more reliable software 
and capabilities, to take more photos and add to the already seemingly infinite number 
of images that are uploaded each minute onto various platforms on the internet. 
 
This has made images meaningless as we have become immune to their effects, and 
this is where an art practice, and more specifically the slow process of painting, sits in 
strong contrast – it is anti-accelerationist. As I have said elsewhere, painting causes us 
to slow down. The artist/painter through the created artefact draws our attention to the 
depicted as something important and valuable – worth out attention, the sacred made 
in the final product. But even painting is reduced to data on the internet through the 
various platforms available to promote artworks such as Instagram and gallery 
websites. Paintings become part of the proliferation of images in the infinite present, 
as they vie for attention amongst millions of other images. A curator of a gallery in the 
south eastern suburbs of Melbourne once told me that nowadays artworks are 
purchased online – without the viewer having stepped into the gallery to see it in the 
flesh. Viewers do not seem to take the time to look at paintings. It is like Kandinsky’s 
sentiment about his own time – people walk in and out of galleries like they are in a 
supermarket barely looking at the works let alone taking in the surface qualities and 
allowing them to impact their consciousness.163  
 
The internet is a poor substitute for the direct experience of an artwork such as 
paintings and sculptures. Hito Steyerl talks about the degradation of the image through 
multiple copies, uploads of uploads, compression and remixing – every iteration 
degrades the image further until it is barely discernible as an image.164 Even the printed 
book or the art catalogue, cannot give the viewer the experience of standing in front 
of, or in the same space as the physical artwork. These are remediations of the works 
and in this way the works gain multiple identities – they become different artworks in 
each of these mediums.  As I have explored in chapter four, my own work is a 
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remediation through painting and objects – but they are artefacts that exist to be 
experienced in and of themselves, as themselves. 
 
I want to make it clear here that I am not waging a war against the proliferation of the 
image or the infinite present for that matter – digital technology including the internet 
has opened up many possibilities for contemporary art practice. I am presenting an 
argument for the importance of the practice of painting as a way to keep our connection 
to the physical world. A sense of belonging on the internet, depends on my own 
diligence in the feeding in of information – my attention to maintaining my online 
identity procures belonging, even if for a short time. As images keep being fed into the 
system, new additions quickly become a part of the flow – and are buried under 
hundreds of new posts. To keep my belonging intact I have to stay active on the 
platform – meaning, I need to keep up with the constant stream by adding new data. 
This belonging is also unheimlich in that it alienates, renders the individual unfamiliar 
and faceless as they join in the myriad of others, also rendered faceless. 
 
The artworks for this project were not envisioned as data on the internet – they were 
intended as artefacts to be experienced as physical pieces. The images on the internet 
are not the physical original piece – they are themselves remediations and therefore a 
different manifestation in this form. In these formats they are not experienced in and 
of themselves because they are always tied to the next image and the next and the next 
– they will be experienced and interpreted in the context of other images. Though I do 
not see this is as an invalid way of experiencing art, it is an invalid way of experiencing 
the types of artworks produced in this project – paintings and three-dimensional 
objects. 
 
The experience of artworks can cause reverberations in the consciousness of both the 
artist and the viewer. The works in this project hopefully prompt memories and an 
engagement with matters of identity and an individual’s place in the world. In any 
given format art has the ability to evoke emotion and challenge the viewer, and these 
works being paintings and sculptures must be experienced in the flesh – scale, texture 
and tactility along with the physicalness of the object cannot be conveyed on a screen.  
 
   
 
 
This is where my work coincides with the purpose and objective of a research project 
such as this. The new knowledge here comes in the form of new artworks to inform, 
evoke and affirm the hybrid fractured identity of one individual. At the same time, and 
in the spirit of post-modernism, it is a contribution to the migrant/refugee discussion 
in that my story can relate to the story of many others. I find myself as diasporic and 
it is only in my practice that I feel at home. In the spirit of pluralism and 
cosmopolitanism I posit art-making, and specifically painting, as the means by which 
to address issues of home, belonging, displacement and placelessness. Art making is 
the process by which I can move through the nostalgia and melancholy of my diasporic 
identity and into a place where I accept the original sacred fracture of the diaspora – 
evidenced in practice. It is within the process of Making Sacred – through practice, 
language, in place, the digital field and through the search for a unified and original 
self – that fracture is revealed. This newly discovered fracture drives research, both 
practice and theoretical, to new artefacts and discourse. Art making and its process are 
an important tool in understanding how diasporic peoples might see themselves – this 
may facilitate an acceptance of our fractured state as a whole community, even if we 
do not know what the future could possibly look like. 
 
making sacred: objects of diaspora - exhibition 
In setting up the exhibition I wanted to create a sense of the process this project has 
gone through – across the three key series, punctum, to missing, to fracture. Each of 
these were displayed as clear groups to demonstrate the three phases of this project (as 
described in chapter four). In order to introduce the viewer to the beginnings of this 
project, key paintings were hung directly opposite the entry to the gallery space – these 
were of course part of the punctum series of works. Near these, the cushion cover 
works hung on the wall in a grid suggest the presence of ghosts – as though ancestors 
are attempting to re-emerge – from the past, like ghosts as an allegory of memory. 
Were there more of them they would have become a counterpoise to the missing works 
on the opposite wall. 
 
The cushion cover pieces along with the addition of three timber chairs and the vintage 
trolley to display The Red Dress, created a homely feel to the gallery space. This is 






the cushion covers were hung on the wall, I felt a sense of home in that the space 
became the reflection of the process I engaged with throughout this project. The 
exhibition in its entirety, became a representation of both my family archives and my 
thought processes during this research. 
 
new directions 
The fracture series of works are based on ongoing cultural practices in the diaspora. 
There are numerous clubs, not only in Melbourne but Australia, where Hungarians 
continue to re-stage particular cultural practices, as a way to keep them alive and 
relevant – these are a rich source of material for future works. 
 
Indeed, various cultures around the world also continue to re-stage relevant cultural 
practices. Think of any culture one might visit for a holiday: Fiji for example, where 
you will be treated to a traditional story of creation, which incidentally would normally 
involve something about cannibalism; Hawaii, where one can go to a festival 
showcasing all the Polynesian cultures in an elaborate water-based parade; or any 
European country where you can go to cultural concerts, see a live band playing 
traditional folk music, not to mention the traditional clothing. Indeed, the Māori 
ceremonial war dance, the haka, is performed frequently at sporting events, recently 
extending to Hollywood.165 These practices are continual and will remain so while 
there are people who still remember or study traditional practices and have a desire to 
keep them alive. 
 
The presentation of these works in this space has also opened up possibilities of 
showing selections in various combinations for future exhibitions. As I have stated 
elsewhere, sometimes it is only in seeing the works as a whole, that different 
possibilities (or anomalies) present themselves. The fracture series has given my 
practice a direction to extend on this research in both art practice and theory – that is 
in remediation, diaspora and cultural practice, and home and belonging as a child of 
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diaspora in the context of other cultures. My practice may well extend into these areas 
after this research project along with the value and significance of practice-led research 
to not only inform and direct theoretical research, but as a way of life to re-engage 
with the physical world. 
 
Both the fracture works, and the missing works have the potential for multiple 
additions and iterations. I would like to re-stage this final exhibition at some point as, 
an alternative iteration of Making Sacred: Objects of Diaspora, to incorporate spatial 
treatments of gallery walls. As semi-installations my intention would be to create 
immersive environments to engage the participant on multiple levels. These two 
groups of works have opened up an array of opportunities and directions for my 
practice beyond this present research project.  
 
To extend the practice component of this research further, I would explore the 
relationship between the analogue and the digital as a form of recovery – of lost 
practices and painting as an act that mediates the past, present and future. These 
practices affirm us as humans since they are rooted in the visceral, and in time, place 
and matter. A new-materialist approach to similar questions would further extend my 
use of the medium and its relationship to the artefacts it draws on.  
 
 fractured familiarity – the unheimlich manifest 
Three dark stained timber chairs sit in the gallery space, again 
accentuating the essence of the works with their yesteryear depiction 
of space/places and people. The Red Dress sits on another piece of 
vintage furniture in the same dark stain, contributing to create a 
homely atmosphere – evoking memory, nostalgia and melancholy. The 
Red Dress is positioned out from a blank wall, in front, but not really 
part of it and in this way demonstrates a sense of being out-of-place – 
it belongs but not quite at the same time. 
 
Through the buzz of excitement and chatter associated with exhibition 
openings I overheard my mum telling a friend about The Red Dress 







“This is the dress that Ilona wore when she was a baby. She is wearing 
it in a photo that used to hang at my parents-in-law’s house.” 
 
It was my turn to be amused. My mum at that moment, looking at the 
work, had not remembered that she had not kept the dress. She had 
not remembered that I had asked her for it so many months before. 
 
How strange that a simple object such as The Red Dress could, despite 
reality, evoke the unheimlich.  
 
All of the works in the exhibition stand in declaration of not only their 
existence, but the existence of the time they represent and depict – the 
distant past and the restaged cultural practices of the Hungarian 
diaspora – reanimated, re-enlivened. 
 
Lefelé folyik a Tisza, nem folyik az többé vissza... 
(The Tisza [River] flows downwards, it will never flow back again) 
 
These are the opening words to the song the dancers are singing – the 
sound of it now only in a memory. The river may not be able to flow 
backwards in reality, but through art and through these paintings, in 
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